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On April 10, 1988, Richard M. Nixon told NBC’s Meet the Press that his greatest mistake as President was not Watergate but his failure to bomb and mine North Vietnam early in 1969 as he later did in 1972. “If we had done that then,” he said, “I think we would’ve ended the war in 1969 rather than in 1973.”

The former President’s sentiments are not unique. Indeed, most of the war’s high-ranking air commanders share them. The conviction that massive bombing of the North could have won the war in 1969—or 1965—has permeated today’s Air Force and reinforces a doctrine that emphasizes victory through strategic bombing. The signing of the peace treaty less than a month after Nixon’s “Linebacker II” bombing offensive, in which B-52s and fighter aircraft dropped 20,000 tons of bombs on North Vietnam’s heartland in eleven days, indicates to many that air power alone ended the conflict. An excerpt from a staff sergeant’s 17 March 1988 letter in Stars and Stripes typifies the current Air Force perception of the December 1972 air campaign: “In retrospect, Linebacker II erased all doubts that the Vietnam War could have been won. Unfortunately, there was nothing done in 1972 that could not have been done in 1965.”

The President and the staff sergeant both ignore the essence of why bombing “worked” in 1972—because it was the proper instrument to apply, given Nixon’s specific goals and the political and military situation that then existed. The President had two aims in 1972, and both were limited: an American withdrawal that did not abandon South Vietnam to an imminent Communist takeover and, after October, convincing South Vietnamese President Nguyen Van Thieu that the United States would back the South if the North resumed hostilities. Having received a free hand in Vietnam from the Chinese and Soviets, Nixon could apply air power without many of the restraints plaguing his predecessor. Moreover, for the first time since America’s full-fledged involvement in 1965, Hanoi’s leaders decided to wage a sustained conventional war, an effort requiring vast logistical support that was vulnerable to air attack. This specific combination of goals and conditions was not present until 1972.

Air commanders, however, remained convinced throughout the war that bombing would ultimately compel the North Vietnamese to stop fighting. The air chiefs’ conviction stemmed from World War II strategic air campaigns, which they believed demonstrated that air power could wreck an enemy’s capability to resist, and from the air doctrine emerging after the perceived “aberration” of Korea, which contended that the strategic principles suitable for a war against the Soviet military machine could be adapted to any level of conflict. From mid-1964 on, air commanders advised political leaders to launch a Linebacker II-type assault on North Vietnam. They failed to consider whether massive bombing suited the nature of the war, which was primarily a guerrilla struggle before March 1972 (with the notable exception of the 1968 Tet Offensive), or whether it suited American war aims. Nurtured by a deep-rooted tradition stressing battlefield annihilation, most commanders never fully comprehended the civilian leadership’s desire to keep the war limited. Many air chiefs also failed to realize that American objectives in Vietnam changed after Tet.

American political leaders likewise did not thoroughly consider whether bombing was an appropriate instrument in Vietnam. Concerned about Soviet or Chinese intervention and unwilling to focus attention away from his Great Society programs, President Lyndon Johnson believed in February 1965 that the threat of destruction presented by limited bombing would deter North Vietnam from supporting the Viet Cong. The President and his advisers had seen the Soviet Union retreat in Cuba from the threat of American air power, and they could not imagine the North Vietnamese withstanding a similar display of resolve. After almost five months of air strikes, however, Johnson had a change of heart. In July 1965, he concluded that the bombing could not stop Northern participation in the war and that strengthening South Vietnam had higher priority. Still, his decision was not final, and for the remainder of his presidency his view of bombing’s utility vacillated between a means to restrict Northern backing of the Viet Cong and a means to win the war. Four years later, Nixon used air power to guarantee an American withdrawal by thwarting the 1972 Easter Offensive and to persuade both North and South Vietnam to sign a cease-fire agreement. Although his bombing was more fruitful than Johnson’s, Nixon’s recent comments imply that his successful application of air power owed more to happenstance than to sound reasoning.

In the final analysis, the supreme test of bombing’s efficacy is its contribution to a nation’s war aims. Clausewitz’s definition of war as “a continuation of political activity by other means” provides the only true measure for evaluating air power’s effectiveness. My goal is to provide such a Clausewitzian appraisal of the air war against North Vietnam. I have attempted to do so by evaluating the three air campaigns against the North—Rolling Thunder (2 March 1965-31 October 1968), Linebacker I (10 May 1972-23 October 1972), and Linebacker II (18-29 December 1972)—in terms of how effectively they supported American war aims. I have also tried to place the air war in its broadest possible historical setting by briefly analyzing the U.S. air campaigns in World War II and Korea, as well as the doctrine emerging from them. Those earlier efforts helped mold the air power convictions of American civilian and military leaders during Vietnam.

Evaluating the political efficacy of the three air offensives required first identifying the specific war aims guiding each. The goals were disparate; not only did they vary from campaign to campaign, but many of them restricted the application of air power. These latter goals, achievable only by limiting military force, are termed “negative” objectives. “Positive” objectives are those that were attainable only by applying military power. For example, President Johnson’s positive political goal in Vietnam was an independent, stable, non-Communist South, but he also pursued the negative aim of avoiding direct intervention by the Chinese or Soviets. Clausewitz asserts that “a preponderantly negative policy will… retard the decision” in war, an observation that fits my definition. I maintain that political controls on air power flow directly from negative objectives, and that the respective emphases given to positive and negative aims can affect air power’s political efficacy.

Other factors can influence bombing’s political effectiveness. In addition to the political controls stemming from negative objectives, military controls—such as doctrine, moral concerns, and administrative arrangements—and operational controls—such as enemy defenses, technology, geography, and weather—can limit an air campaign’s prospects for success. Those factors may also serve to enhance bombing efficacy, depending on the nature of the war and the specific goals sought. Air Force bombing doctrine was one such chameleon in Vietnam. During Rolling Thunder, the emphasis on destroying the North’s means of production and distribution limited bombing effectiveness, because Communist forces in the South needed few external supplies. But during Linebacker I, when the North Vietnamese mounted a large-scale, conventional assault requiring massive logistical support, the doctrine proved sound.

My findings cannot be definitive, because my evidence is not all-inclusive—many American sources remain classified, and American historians do not enjoy access to archives of the North Vietnamese Politburo, the source that would most clearly reveal air power’s accomplishments—but to wait until all evidence is available before evaluating it would be a mistake. Enough information is present to determine many of the reasons why bombing failed as a political tool for Lyndon Johnson, and why it succeeded for Nixon. This is not to imply that Nixon’s bombing should serve as a blueprint for applying air power, or that Johnson’s approach should be avoided. Each man pursued different objectives and faced unique circumstances in Vietnam, and the combination of aims and conditions directly affected bombing efficacy. What I hope emerges from this work is a realization that conventional air power’s effectiveness as a political instrument varies according to many diverse factors. Vietnam provides no concrete models for effective bombing. Above all else, the conflict epitomizes Clausewitz’s notion that war is a fluid process. Yet many of the elements that influenced the air campaigns against North Vietnam could reappear in future American conflicts, and an awareness of these factors could benefit civilian and military leaders wrestling with the prickly options of air power employment. As the April 1986 attack on Libya demonstrates, the probability is high that the United States will continue to rely on air power as a political tool.

A final point must be made. My focus on how well air power complemented American political objectives highlights the Air Force’s role in Vietnam. This emphasis is in no way an attempt to slight the enormous efforts in the air campaigns by the Navy and Marines. Rather, I am endeavoring to portray how the indelible stamp of Air Force strategic bombing doctrine affected the air war against the North, and how doctrinal convictions established long before Vietnam colored air commanders’ perceptions of bombing effectiveness.



This work would have been impossible without the assistance of many people. First, I must thank Major John R. Allen, USAF (ret.), a veteran of three Linebacker II missions and my boss in Korea. His recollections of his B-52 flights over Hanoi—remembrances that evoked pride, fear, exhilaration, and above all a profound sense of despair—provided the spark that grew into this book. I dedicate this work in part to him. General John W. Vogt, Jr., USAF (ret.), spent many hours with me discussing both Linebacker and Rolling Thunder, and Lieutenant General Joseph H. Moore, USAF (ret.), sent me a letter answering my many questions about his role in Rolling Thunder. Other Air Force participants in the air war against North Vietnam who granted me interviews were Colonel Clyde E. Bodenheimer, Colonel Robert D. Clark, Colonel Charles Ferguson, USAF Reserve; Lieutenant Colonel William Greenhalgh (ret.) and Major George Thompson (ret.). Major Jim Rash, USAF (ret.), a veteran of three Linebacker II missions, responded to my request for information with a detailed letter. Major Fred Watts, USMC (ret.), sent me a thorough description of the Marine Corps’s raids in the Korean War against hydroelectric power plants. Major John R. Scoggins, Jr., USAF, gave me data on North Vietnam’s resupply capability.

Four civilian leaders who played influential roles in the air war provided valuable information. Former Secretary of State Dean Rusk, former National Security Adviser Walt W. Rostow, and former State Department Director of Vietnam Affairs Paul M. Kattenburg allowed me to interview them. Former Secretary of Defense Robert S. McNamara patiently answered my questions concerning Rolling Thunder over the telephone.

The staffs at the Air Force Historical Research Center and of three presidential libraries aided me tremendously. Judy Endicott, Pressley Bickerstaff, Margaret C. Claiborn, Lynn O. Gamma, Dr. James H. Kitchens, Nora S. Bledsoe, and Sarah F. Rawlings, all of the Air Force Historical Research Center at Maxwell Air Force Base, Alabama, spent untold hours fulfilling my requests for obscure documents. At the Dwight D. Eisenhower Presidential Library, Herbert Pankratz and Kathy Struss provided assistance, while at the Harry S Truman Library Erwin Mueller, Niel Johnson, Elizabeth Safly, Anita Heavener, and especially Dennis Bilger eagerly responded to my many requests for source material. Dr. David C. Humphrey, Shellynne Eickhoff, Linda Hanson, and Nancy Smith guided my research at the Lyndon Baines Johnson Library, and Dr. Humphrey responded with alacrity to my subsequent requests by mail.

At the Office of Air Force History, Dr. Wayne Thompson, and at the U.S. Army Center for Military History, Colonel John Schlight, USAF (ret.), answered many questions concerning the air war against North Vietnam.

Colonel Jimmie N. Murphy, Major John L. Hesse, Carol Rose, and John Corcoran of the Air Force Office for Security Review assured a timely return of declassified notes that greatly aided my research.

The University of Alabama Press kindly permitted me to use material from my chapter in The Foreign and Domestic Dimensions of Modern Warfare: Vietnam, Central America, and Nuclear Strategy, copyright 1988 by The University of Alabama Press.

For critical comments and suggestions, I am indebted to many people. James R. Leutze, R. Don Higginbotham, Michael H. Hunt, Alex Roland, Peter F. Walker, Samuel R. Williamson, Jr., Guenter Lewy, George C. Herring, Kenneth P. Werrell, and John M. Thompson all provided guidance. Colonel Dennis M. Drew, Director of the Air Power Research Institute at the Air Force’s Center for Aerospace Doctrine, Research, and Education (CADRE), and Lieutenant Colonel Price T. Bingham and Major Earl Tilford, also at CADRE, have been most helpful in critiquing my chapters. Dr. Robert F. Futrell provided detailed comments on chapter one. My dad, the most meticulous proofreader I have seen, thoroughly reviewed the entire text. Without the special attention given by two individuals, however, I could not have completed this work to the best of my ability. David MacIsaac and Peter Maslowski offered a multitude of constructive criticisms after reading each chapter. They chided me when I needed it, praised me when they felt I deserved it, and provided me with encouragement when I feared the cause was lost. They are the ideals of whom I think whenever I hear the term “historian.”

I must also mention the assistance of colleagues and cadets at the Air Force Academy. Many tough questions in the classroom and casual conversations in the hall have broadened my horizons as much as any specific criticism. Several individuals in particular deserve acknowledgment: Colonel Carl Reddel, Lieutenant Colonel Harry Borowski (ret.); Lieutenant Colonel Phillip Meilinger; Majors “Barney” Ballinger, Brian Nichelson, and Mike Worden; Lieutenant Steve Maffeo, USN Reserve, and Second Lieutenant Robert Renner. The responsibility for all that is written, however, is mine alone, and my work does not necessarily represent the views of the United States Air Force Academy or the United States Air Force.

Finally, I must thank friends and family. Majors Curt Bedke, Steve Petersen, “Dutch” Remkes, and Dave Gragan, USMC, classmates and confidants, reassured me throughout the research and writing. Don Winslow of Lincoln, Nebraska, supported the work when it first began in 1982. Karen Clark provided me a place to stay in Kansas City during my research at the Truman Library. My next-door neighbor in North Carolina, Sherry Gates, literally saved chapter one when my computer threatened to erase it, and never once complained of hearing my printer at two in the morning.

Those who deserve the most credit are the three individuals whom I hold most dear: my parents and my wife. Without the values that Mom and Dad have instilled in me, I cannot imagine myself ever undertaking such an effort; without Donna’s continual support, I cannot imagine myself satisfied with the result. I owe a special thanks to Dad, who told me countless times of B-29s rolling off the runway at Tinian, brought me model kits of famous World War II bombers, and guaranteed that I saw such movies as Twelve O’clock High and The War Lover. I am certain that he planted the seed that grew into my interest in strategic bombing, and I dedicate this book in part to him.

M. C.

Colorado Springs, Colorado

August 1988
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It is clear… that war is not a mere act of policy but a true political instrument, a continuation of political activity by other means. What remains peculiar to war is simply the peculiar nature of its means. War in general, and the commander in any specific instance, is entitled to require that the trend and designs of policy shall not be inconsistent with these means. That, of course, is no small demand; but however much it may affect political aims in a given case, it will never do more than modify them. The political object is the goal, war is the means of reaching it, and means can never be considered in isolation from their purpose.

CARL VON CLAUSEWITZ1

The military forces of the United States can perform their greatest and most economical service in any form of international conflict by providing circumstances in which the United States can exercise a compelling initiative in international affairs.

AIR FORCE MANUAL 1-2

1 December 19592



The achievement of manned flight in 1903 added a new dimension to the political instrument of war. Visionaries proclaimed that air power would dominate future conflicts, but in the great struggle of 1914-18 the airplane played an innocuous role. Still, the dream persisted. During the interwar period, such prophets as Giulio Douhet, Hugh Trenchard, and William “Billy” Mitchell argued that air power would become the decisive element of military force. They asserted that “strategic” bombing—aimed at a country’s war-making potential rather than at its deployed armed forces—could destroy not only the capability of an enemy to wage war but also the enemy’s will to fight. In the United States, strategic bombing proponents stressed these concepts at Maxwell Field’s Air Corps Tactical School (ACTS), the training ground of World War II’s air commanders.3 While ACTS officers emphasized air power as a means to demolish war-making potential, the belief that bombing could destroy national will was not ignored. They contended that destroying an enemy’s war-making capability through attacks on its economic “vital centers” would disrupt its social fabric and lead to a collapse of morale. Lieutenant Haywood Hansell observed in a 1936 ACTS lecture: “A nation’s attacking air force would be at liberty to proceed directly to the ultimate aim in war: overthrow of the enemy will to resist through the destruction of those vital elements upon which modern social life is dependent.”4 The ACTS viewed transportation, steel, iron ore, and electric power facilities as the elements most essential to an industrial nation’s economic well-being and hence the most likely objectives for air attack.5

To American air theorists during the interwar period, strategic bombing offered the means to accomplish two interrelated objectives. First, by destroying an enemy’s capability and will to resist, it could win a war independently of armies and navies. Second, because of its ability to achieve an independent decision, strategic bombing provided a rationale for making the Air Corps a separate service from the Army. The Army’s air branch made some strides towards autonomy between the world wars. In 1926, it changed its name from the Air Service to the Air Corps and received special representation on the Army’s General Staff; in 1934, it established a General Headquarters (GHQ) Air Force that directed all combat units and stressed strategic bombing as the Air Corps’s primary mission; in 1941, it became the Army Air Forces, directed by a commander who served as Deputy Chief of Staff for Air. Boeing’s 1935 prototype of a four-engine “heavy” bomber (the XB-17, which could also serve as a passenger airplane) and perfection of the Norden bombsight in that same year provided the Air Corps with the tools to conduct precision raids against essential elements of an enemy’s economy.

Strategic bombing advocates refused to proclaim their perceived ability too loudly, however. They instead echoed Mitchell’s earlier pronouncements that bombers offered the best means of protecting the United States against invasion.6 Most Army officers viewed the Air Corps as a means of infantry support and had little faith that strategic bombing could independently achieve victory. For them, “tactical” bombing—that designed to assist ground forces on the battlefield—was the Air Corps’s primary mission. “Air Forces constitute a highly mobile and powerful element which… conducts the operations for carrying out the Army mission,” the Army’s 1935 regulation governing Air Corps combat responsibilities declared.7 By retaining control of the Air Corps, Army commanders felt that they could guarantee that air power remained responsive to their needs. Strategic bombing proponents chafed under the Army’s dominion. “I am confident that no general thinks he can control the Navy or no admiral thinks he can operate an army.” Air Service Captain Horace Hickam said, “but some of them think they can operate an air force.”8

World War II gave American air leaders a chance to vindicate their faith in strategic air power, as they directed huge armadas against Germany and Japan in pursuit of “unconditional surrender.” The perceived contribution of strategic bombing to the Allied victory was largely responsible for the creation of the Air Force as a separate service in 1947. Strategic bombing’s effect on the war in Korea was less clear-cut. In Korea, Air Force commanders applied air power to help obtain limited political objectives that varied between the securing of South Korean independence and the elimination of Communism from the Korean peninsula. The differences in both the political objectives and the military conduct of the two wars produced ambiguous conclusions for those who analyzed the effectiveness of strategic bombing. Military chiefs tended to view Korea as an aberration. As a result, the air doctrine developed in the decade after the struggle focused on global conflict and slighted limited war. While civilian analysts saw Korea as a model for future wars, they did little to dissuade Air Force commanders from emphasizing large doses of air power as the cure for all military confrontations. The perceived efficacy of bombing as a political tool in World War II and Korea, combined with Air Force doctrinal developments during the post-Korea decade, significantly affected how the United States employed air power during the Vietnam War.

World War II

President Franklin D. Roosevelt believed that the territorial aggrandizements of both Germany and Japan during the 1930s posed direct threats to the security of the United States, its interests abroad, and the entire Western Hemisphere. Pearl Harbor and Hitler’s subsequent declaration of war against the United States united American public opinion in the belief that total victory over the Axis was an appropriate goal. Roosevelt had long held the conviction that nothing less than complete conquest would erase the threat of future militarism by Germany and Japan, and he felt that the failure to crush the German regime in World War I spawned the stab-in-the-back theory that facilitated Hitler’s rise.9 The President’s January 1943 announcement of “unconditional surrender” as the Allied war aim accomplished a twofold purpose: It notified the Axis that the Anglo-Americans would not negotiate a settlement prior to the total defeat of the Axis powers, and it assured the Soviets and Chinese that the Anglo-Americans intended to crush the enemy. Roosevelt, Winston Churchill, and Joseph Stalin reaffirmed the unconditional surrender idea in a joint declaration at Yalta.10

Unconditional surrender was the cornerstone of America’s “positive” political objective during World War II. The objective was “positive” in that it could be accomplished only through military force; to achieve unconditional surrender, the Allies had to destroy the Axis nations and their political institutions. “Negative” objectives—those achievable only by restraining military power—were nonexistent. Thus, the United States could direct its unbridled military might against its enemies in devastating fashion.11 Unconditional surrender remained the Allies’ goal throughout America’s participation in the war. It committed them to a restructuring of the political institutions of Germany, Italy, and Japan. In the view of Allied leaders, the political revamping could not occur until the Axis military machines suffered complete defeat.

Military cooperation between the Soviets and the Anglo-Americans promised the best method of maintaining an alliance whose members had different thoughts regarding postwar German political structure. To guarantee that the Russians and British survived the German onslaught, Roosevelt committed the United States to a strategy of “Germany first.” The American and British Chiefs of Staff confirmed this policy, along with the premise of unconditional surrender, at the Arcadia Conference in January 1942.

One year later, at Casablanca, the Combined Chiefs of Staff announced the start of a “round-the-clock” Anglo-American bomber offensive as an integral part of the total effort to subjugate Germany.

Roosevelt’s emphasis on aircraft production combined with Air Corps planning to produce a bombing strategy focusing on mass and precision. The President believed that air power offered a way to employ overwhelming force to obtain unconditional surrender in minimum time, and he placed a high priority on the public’s desire to end the war quickly and bring American troops back home. In addition, both Roosevelt and Secretary of War Henry Stimson initially felt bombing would demonstrate the seriousness of the American war effort to Russia and China at a small cost in manpower and money. Air Corps planners, prior to Roosevelt’s production increases, had developed an air strategy stressing detailed target selection and precision bombing. With the additional aircraft provided by Roosevelt, the foundations of the strategy set the tone for AWPD-1, the air plan completed in August 1941, which guided the American bombing of Germany.12

Designed to facilitate—or obviate—the invasion of Europe, AWPD-1 aimed at crippling German war-making capability through attacks on essential industrial complexes. Moreover, by emphasizing strategic rather than tactical employment of air power, the air planners sought to demonstrate the bomber’s unique ability to strike deep behind the battle line, a mission that could, they believed, lead to air force autonomy. The planners selected 154 targets and divided them into four groups: the German electrical power system, transportation system, oil and petroleum industry, and air defense system.13 At the Casablanca Conference, destruction of the capability and will of the German nation to resist became the announced goals of the Combined Bomber Offensive (CBO). The Americans, through “precision” daylight attacks, trained their portion of the assault against the German war-making capability, while the British designed their nighttime area raids to have maximum effect on the morale of industrial workers. Because of British merchant shipping losses and German air superiority over the Continent, the Combined Chiefs changed specific target priorities at Casablanca to make submarine construction yards and the German aircraft industry the two top objectives. In May 1943 the Luftwaffe took on the number one priority as an “intermediate objective,” which, if not defeated, could thwart the projected invasion.14

Not until early March 1944, after the arrival of the P-51 Mustang, did the Allied air forces achieve air superiority over the Continent. In that month General Dwight D. Eisenhower took control of the Anglo-American bomber force and directed it against the transportation network of northern France. Oil became the highest priority target on 8 June 1944,15 but Eisenhower retained control of the bomber fleets until September to prevent the Germans from massing a counterattack against the invasion beachhead. General Carl A. Spaatz, Commander of the U.S. Strategic Air Forces, and Air Chief Marshal Arthur Harris, Commander of RAF Bomber Command, began the concerted effort against oil on 23 September, with rail and waterborne transportation systems assuming second priority.

Although oil remained the highest priority target for the duration of the Combined Bomber Offensive, a 31 January 1945 directive assigned second priority to selected cities in eastern Germany “where heavy attack will cause great confusion in civilian evacuation from the east and hamper reinforcements.”16 The 8th Air Force directed its February raids on Berlin, Leipzig, and Dresden against such military-related targets as railroad marshaling yards. Yet the targets selected were in close proximity to residential areas. The German attack at the Ardennes in December 1944 shocked the Allied High Command and demonstrated that Germany still possessed the capability and will to resist. To facilitate the goal of unconditional surrender, American air commanders ordered raids that they believed would directly affect civilian morale. Two days before the 3 February 1945 attack on Berlin, Lieutenant General James H. Doolittle, the 8th Air Force Commander, wired Spaatz, asking:


Is Berlin still open to air attack? Do you want priority oil targets hit in preference to Berlin if they definitely become visual? Do you want center of City in Berlin hit or definitely military targets, such as Spandau, on the Western outskirts?17



Spaatz’s reply was terse. He told Doolittle to “hit oil if visual assured; otherwise, Berlin—center of City.”18 Cloud cover over the primary target forced Doolittle’s air crews to attack their secondary objective: government buildings in the heart of downtown Berlin. The attack killed 25,000 people. The Anglo-American assault ten days later against Dresden resulted in the deaths of at least 35,000 civilians.19 Despite Lieutenant General Ira Eaker’s 1943 declaration, “We must never allow the record of this war to convict us of throwing the strategic bomber at the man in the street,”20 by 1945 the American raids on Germany resembled the RAF’s area attacks in their consequences.

In the Pacific, the onslaught of Major General Curtis E. LeMay’s B-29s shattered Eaker’s expectations. As a lieutenant in the late 1930s, LeMay had served on the staff of the GHQ Air Force and flown as a B-17 navigator. He led the grueling mission against Regensburg as commander of the 305th Bomb Group in World War II’s European theater. Before his arrival in the Pacific, the Twentieth Air Force bombed Japan ineffectively from Chinese bases. The unit launched its first raid from the Marianas on 24 November 1944, and until 9 March 1945, the primary objective of the Marianas-based XXI Bomber Command was Japanese aircraft production and repair facilities. The B-29s flew raids against specific targets in much the same manner as did B-17s and B-24s in Europe. These attacks, designed to support the planned invasion of Japan, produced little damage because of the dispersal of the Japanese aircraft industry and the difficulty of bombing from very high altitudes. As a result, LeMay searched for a new method by which to conduct strategic bombing.

While the Japanese had dispersed many of their large industries, they relied heavily on plants employing fewer than 250 workers for subcontracted parts and equipment. Scattered throughout the residential sections of many Japanese cities, the small plants accounted for 50 percent of Tokyo’s industrial output.21 Japanese cities also contained a large number of highly inflammable wooden structures, and much of the American public sought maximum retribution for Pearl Harbor.22 These combined factors led LeMay to initiate the firebombing of Japan.

LeMay’s incendiary assault and the atomic raids that followed revealed a new emphasis in the strategic campaign against Japan: the direct destruction of the enemy’s will to resist. American air leaders believed that the loss of war-making capability would cause a corresponding loss of national morale, as a nation’s economic collapse would trigger social chaos. With Japanese industry impervious to precision raids, LeMay chose to target the enemy’s will directly. His low-level attacks against industry clumped in residential districts produced tremendous civilian losses and led him to believe that the fire assault would ultimately compel a Japanese surrender. President Harry S Truman’s decision to use the atomic bomb manifested a similar conviction. Truman believed that the bomb’s effects would be no worse than the results of LeMay’s fire raids and that a Japanese capitulation without invasion would save an immense number of Allied lives.23

Both Roosevelt and Truman firmly directed grand strategy, yet the absence of negative political objectives allowed them to give the Joint Chiefs an essentially free rein in conducting such combat operations as strategic bombing. Roosevelt frequently overruled the Joint Chiefs on strategic matters. General Henry H. “Hap” Arnold, Commanding General of the Army Air Forces, disagreed with the President’s 1942 decisions to invade North Africa and to give General Douglas MacArthur additional material support. The air chief perceived that both policies detracted from the aim of defeating Germany first by transferring scarce bomber resources away from the 8th Air Force’s buildup in England. Yet Arnold noted that “once the President of the United States agreed on the general principles [of an operation], he relied upon his Chiefs of Staff to carry them out—to make plans for the consummation of these general ideas.” Arnold delegated broad authority to his subordinates LeMay and Spaatz. While Arnold assisted LeMay in some target selection, Spaatz “operated with free hands.” The bulk of command restraints on the Strategic Air Forces commander stemmed from Eisenhower.24

For all their freedom from political controls, Army Air Forces commanders faced numerous operational restrictions. In addition to the diversion of bombers and crew members to other theaters, the arrival of untrained airmen encumbered the buildup of the 8th Air Force.25 The absence of a long-range fighter plagued the American campaign against Germany throughout 1943, and following the disastrous October mission to Schweinfurt General Eaker prohibited further unescorted raids against the Reich. Unfavorable weather also restricted the air campaigns in both Europe and the Pacific. To maintain “round-the-clock” pressure on Germany, the Army Air Forces commanders resorted to blind bombing techniques that provided results similar to those achieved by the British area offensive. In the Pacific, Japan remained immune to strategic air attack until the Americans could secure bases within 1,500 miles of the home islands; prior to the conquest of the Marianas, B-29s could not bomb Tokyo.

Not until the latter stages of the war against both Germany and Japan did the brunt of the Allied strategic bombing campaigns occur. The Anglo-American Bomber Commands dropped 1,234,767 tons of bombs—more than 60 percent of the total falling on Axis Europe during the entire war—between July 1944 and April 1945. The Combined Bomber Offensive killed 305,000 German civilians, wounded 780,000, rendered 1,865,000 homeless, forced evacuation of 4,885,000, and deprived 20 million of public utilities. By the third quarter of 1944, the campaign had tied down an estimated 4.5 million workers, nearly 20 percent of the nonagricultural labor force, in air raid-related activities. Bombing had destroyed half the supply of all petroleum products by December 1944, while reserves of aviation gasoline had fallen by 90 percent of their level when the oil campaign began in May. The attack on transportation that began in September 1944 had, in five months, lessened the volume of railroad car loadings by 75 percent.26

B-29s dropped 147,000 tons of bombs on Japan during the whole of the Pacific War, but only 7,180 tons fell prior to the first fire raid on 9 March 1945. The 20th Air Force conducted fire assaults against sixty-six Japanese cities, killing 330,000 civilians and rendering 8.5 million homeless. Production hours lost because of bombing rose from 20 percent in 1944 to more than 40 percent in July 1945, by which time industrial production had declined to 35 percent of the Japanese wartime peak.27

Destruction of the enemy’s war-making capability marked only one of the goals of the Allied bombing offensives; destruction of the enemy’s will was an aim of equal importance. Compiled by a team primarily of civilian researchers at the end of World War II, the United States Strategic Bombing Survey (USSBS) concluded that the bombing of Germany “did not stiffen [German] morale.”28 Yet it also revealed that the German populace could withstand the Allied air onslaught:


The mental reaction of the German people to air attack is significant. Under ruthless control they showed surprising resistance to the terror and hardships of repeated air attack, to the destruction of their homes and belongings, and to the conditions under which they were reduced to live. Their morale, their beliefs in ultimate victory or satisfactory compromise, and their confidence in their leaders declined, but they continued to work efficiently as long as the physical means of production remained. The power of a police state over its people cannot be underestimated.29



Against the Japanese, LeMay’s fire raids produced an increasing disenchantment with the war. When the incendiary attacks began in March 1945, 19 percent of the Japanese civil populace believed that Japan could not achieve victory; just prior to the surrender in August the total had increased to 68 percent, of which more than one-half of the individuals interviewed credited air attacks, other than the atomic raids, as the principal reason for their beliefs.30 By the time of Hiroshima, some members of the Japanese Supreme War Council already favored peace. The atomic attacks induced the Emperor to intervene in the usual functioning of the Council to secure an armistice. Thus, the Survey concluded, the atomic bombs “did foreshorten the war and expedite the peace.”31

The Survey did not claim that strategic bombing achieved victory in either the European or the Pacific theater; however, it surmised that had Allied armies not overrun Germany in 1945, bombing would have halted the nation’s armament production by May, resulting in the collapse of German resistance a few months thereafter.32 Likewise, the Survey asserted that “certainly prior to 31 December 1945, Japan would have surrendered even if the atomic bombs had not been dropped, even if Russia had not entered the war, and even if no land invasion had been planned or contemplated.”33 The Survey further claimed that the application of Allied air power in Europe was “decisive” and implied the same in its summation of the Pacific War. Still, in both cases the study viewed the contribution of strategic bombing as complementing the efforts of ground and naval forces.

In the larger sense, the bombing campaigns complemented the primary goal of unconditional surrender, accomplishing it by a preponderance of effort rather than through surgical precision. The Army Air Forces hammered both Germany and Japan, but use of the bludgeon rather than the rapier meshed with the purpose of obliterating the political as well as the military foundations of the Axis nations. Bombing also supported the aim of achieving victory in the shortest time, facilitating the invasion of France and obviating the invasion of Japan. In hastening unconditional surrender, the air offensives prevented untold Allied casualties, especially regarding the projected assault on Japan, although the air campaigns themselves were not cheap in either money or men. The costs of aircraft production and air crew training absorbed a significant chunk of the War Department’s budget, and the air war in Europe claimed 63,410 American casualties.34

While the Combined Bomber Offensive ultimately wreaked havoc on Germany’s war-making capacity, significant results did not appear until the campaign’s final seven months, when the bulk of the tonnage dropped fell on the Reich. Hitler had geared the German economy for a short war, and only after Stalingrad did German factories begin the transition to maximum output. This production lag hindered the effectiveness of the CBO during 1943. In the Pacific, the American submarine fleet’s isolation of the Japanese home islands from needed raw materials enhanced the effectiveness of LeMay’s incendiary onslaught and further demonstrated to the Japanese populace the hopelessness of the war. Yet, despite the massive destruction wrought by the fire raids, only after Hiroshima did the Emperor assert his authority to seek an armistice.

To Army Air Forces commanders, the bombing offensives vindicated their belief that air power would play a vital role in securing victory. General Spaatz, the U.S. Air Force’s first Chief of Staff, typified the thoughts of most American air leaders at the end of World War II when he commented: “We might have won the war in Europe without [strategic bombing], but I very much doubt it.”35 The general pointed to the achievement of air superiority and a policy of continuous pressure as the keys to success. LeMay spoke for many air commanders in the Pacific when he offered his opinion on the effectiveness of the atomic bomb: “I think it was anticlimactic in that the verdict was already rendered.”36 Army generals, less certain of strategic bombing’s impact, thought that tactical air power missions such as close support and battlefield interdiction made more significant contributions to victory than did the long-range attacks. Nevertheless, air chiefs viewed strategic bombing as successful, and hence a justification for Air Force autonomy.

While believing that conventional bombing had contributed greatly to Allied victory, air leaders viewed the atomic bomb as the supreme weapon to complement the ACTS concept of strategic air power. The bomb’s destructive force made real the possibility that a strategic assault at the beginning of a conflict could decide the struggle before the mobilization of armies or navies. The bomb provided a further rationale for service autonomy, as the Army Air Forces possessed the weapon’s sole means of delivery. The Air Force achieved independent status in 1947, and the service’s doctrine remained structured around ACTS tenets. Those principles guided air strategists as they prepared for conflict with the Soviet Union, which emerged as America’s primary threat in the postwar era. Air planners continued to stress attacks on “essential” elements of an enemy’s economy, although they realized that atomic raids would destroy far more than the intended industrial targets. Still, they refused to target cities as such and emphasized the effects of destroying an enemy’s war-making capability. Colonel Turner C. Rodgers, a member of the Air Staff’s Research and Development branch, remarked:


Success in a war of the future will depend more then ever before on the industrial capacity and efficiency of the protagonists, therefore destruction of the enemy’s industrial capacity will contribute most toward reduction of his ability to wage war. This fact coupled with the character of the atomic explosion leads to the conclusion that the most profitable target for the atomic bomb will be large industrial centers.37



Despite the air planners’ willingness to use atomic weapons, both the number of atomic bombs and the number of B-29s capable of delivering them limited the U.S. ability to launch an atomic assault prior to 1950. America’s atomic stockpile consisted of two bombs in 1945, nine in 1946, thirteen in 1947, fifty in 1948, and 250 in 1949.38 In late 1946, only sixteen of forty-six B-29s modified for atomic bombs during World War II were available for combat missions, and none of the B-29s deployed to England during the Berlin blockade were capable of carrying atomic weapons.39 As a result of this meager atomic capability, most Air Force war plans developed prior to the Korean War stressed conventional operations against Soviet industrial targets.40

As an analysis of conventional bombing, the USSBS offered insight for those grappling with the problems of a projected air campaign. Perhaps the Survey’s most significant determination for the future application of American air power appeared in the summation concerning the effectiveness of strategic bombing against the Japanese:


The experience in the Pacific War supports the findings of the Survey in Europe that heavy, sustained and accurate attack against carefully selected targets is required to produce decisive results when attacking an enemy’s sustaining resources. It further supports the findings in Germany that no nation can long survive the free exploitation of air weapons over its homeland. For the future it is important fully to grasp the fact that enemy planes enjoying control of the sky over one’s head can be as disastrous to one’s country as its occupation by physical invasion.41



Korea

Unlike in World War II, American political objectives vacillated during the Korean conflict, and the shifts influenced bombing’s political efficacy. President Truman viewed the North Korean assault in June 1950 as a threat to American national interests and committed military force to preserve the South Korean government. The forceful restoration of an independent, non-Communist South Korea to its preinvasion territorial status was the United States’ positive political objective during the initial four months of the Korean War. Truman considered the North Korean aggression part of a larger Russian plan for world domination and made support for South Korea “a symbol of the strength and determination of the West.”42 Yet he committed American forces only to repel the North Korean attack, for while he acknowledged that “the Reds were probing for weaknesses in our armor,” he also concluded that “we had to meet their thrust without getting embroiled in a world-wide war.”43

The President’s desire to avoid a world war was the principal negative objective limiting the employment of American military power. To prevent such a catastrophe, Truman restricted the conflict to the Korean peninsula and strove to forestall Soviet or Chinese intervention. Other negative objectives also restrained America’s military involvement. The President and his advisers contended that the North Korean attack was a feint to test the willingness of the United States to confront Communist aggression. They believed that the main Communist assault would come in Europe, and the goal of preserving a non-Communist Western Europe significantly lessened the number of American troops sent to Korea.44 In addition, Truman and his counselors placed a premium on maintaining the integrity of the United Nations military effort. The British in particular feared that too much force in Korea could lead to Soviet reprisals against Europe, and their call for caution further restricted the intensity of American combat participation. “Great Britain is our greatest ally,” Secretary of State Dean Acheson remarked. “We have to go just like pigeons—when one turns, the others do it too. We have to fly wing to wing.”45

Following the success of the Inchon invasion, Truman revamped America’s positive political objective. On 27 September 1950 the President approved NSC 81/1, which allowed General MacArthur to advanced north of the 38th parallel to destroy North Korean forces.46 The United Nations supported Truman’s action. On 7 October the General Assembly recommended that “all appropriate steps be taken to ensure conditions of stability throughout Korea” and called for the creation of a “unified, independent, and democratic government in the Sovereign State of Korea.”47 The positive goal of unifying Korea by military force was contingent upon achieving the unchanged negative objectives. Once the Chinese intervened in November, Truman again modified the positive goal.

For the duration of Truman’s presidency, the United States pursued the positive objective of an independent, non-Communist South Korea, with a northern boundary suitable for defense and not substantially below the 38th parallel.48 After securing an acceptable position in June 1951, the UN Command entered into negotiations to achieve a military settlement based upon the battlefield status quo. The President then added an additional positive goal: a settlement without the forced repatriation of prisoners of war.49 Negative objectives remained the same, and the Chinese involvement heightened fears on the part of Truman and his advisers that the Russians might intervene as a result of the Sino-Soviet Defense Pact. Although he desired a rapid settlement, the President was unwilling to sacrifice military gains during the negotiations or use the talks to resolve Korean political issues. Having committed the nation’s prestige to the defense of South Korea, he demanded an “honorable” accord to achieve American political goals.50

Truman’s successor also insisted upon an “honorable” agreement, but Dwight Eisenhower did not seek identical political objectives. While no difference existed between the final positive aims desired by Truman and the positive goals sought by Eisenhower, negative objectives varied greatly. In essence, Eisenhower had no objectives that limited his willingness to apply military power. The President did not desire a world war or Soviet intervention in Korea; however, he was willing to risk both to secure America’s positive goals. In the spring of 1953 Eisenhower decided that he would have to launch a massive attack against Manchuria to compel the Communists to “accede to an armistice in a reasonable time…. To keep the attack from becoming overly costly,” he observed, “it was clear that we would have to use atomic weapons.”51 In late May Secretary of State John Foster Dulles communicated this message to India’s Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru for relay to China. Eisenhower also sent this message to Peking through Chinese officials at Panmunjom.52

The general-turned-President had no misgivings about the civilian casualties that would result from an atomic offensive. As de facto chief of the Anglo-American bomber force following the Normandy invasion, Eisenhower had approved Operation Thunderclap, a plan to terror-bomb a war-weary German civilian populace into demanding surrender from the Nazi leadership. “Since conditions stated [for the attack] are that military defeat is certain and obvious,” he penciled in August 1944, “I agree the project would be a good one. (We would no longer require bombing on strictly military targets.)”53 President Eisenhower realized that a nuclear “Thunderclap” in Manchuria would have disrupted relations between the United States and many of the United Nations members. Still, he thought that if the offensive was successful “the rifts so caused could, in time, be repaired.”54 The President felt that the Chinese could do little in response to an atomic attack. He also believed that Stalin’s death in March 1953 and the confused state of the Russian leadership minimized the chances of Soviet retaliation. “The men in the Kremlin were still in the turmoil of the succession period,” he later noted. “For the moment, possibly, they were more anxious about individual survival and position than about Soviet long-term policy and foreign relations.”55

As American political objectives vacillated during the war, the results sought by strategic bombing to support those objectives changed as well. Until MacArthur’s success at Inchon, the Far East Air Forces (FEAF) attempted to stymie the advance of the North Korean Army. Air commanders employed bombing as a tool to wreck North Korean political and military institutions during the UN effort to unify the peninsula. After the Chinese involvement, the FEAF again attempted to stem the southward movement of Communist forces. With the beginning of negotiations in June 1951 and the stabilization of a front line, the FEAF became the UN’s primary force to use against the Communists. General Omar N. Bradley, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS), observed in November 1952 that air power “constitutes the most potent means, at present available to the United Nations Command, of maintaining the degree of military pressure which might impel the communists to agree, finally, to acceptable armistice terms.”56

The leaders of the newly forced U.S. Air Force relied on their training, their combat experience, and the dictates of the Commander-in-Chief, United Nations Command (CINCUNC) to determine specific mission objectives. World War II had demonstrated the need to gain air superiority, and the FEAF quickly destroyed the North Korean Air Force. The FEAF Commanders, Lieutenant General George E. Stratemeyer until June 1951, and General O. P. Weyland for the remainder of the war, then turned to the CINCUNC for targeting guidance. CINCUNC MacArthur depended on the FEAF primarily for interdiction and close air support of ground forces, the Air Force’s principal missions (along with maintaining air superiority) during the war’s first year. The FEAF also attacked the few industrial complexes in North Korea with B-29s, and by 3 October 1950 North Korean industry “was paralyzed.”57 MacArthur believed that the threat of bombing would keep the Chinese out of the war. Should they decide to intervene, he remarked, “air power would destroy them.”58 After the Chinese assault, he gave Stratemeyer authority to wreck the North Korean cities of Pyongyang, Wonsan, Hamhung, and Hungnam.59 Stratemeyer singled out the North Korean capital for attack, and B-29s bombed Pyongyang twice in the first week of January 1951. For the duration of MacArthur’s tenure as CINCUNC, however, the FEAF devoted its primary efforts to interdiction and the close air support.

Close air support and interdiction dominated FEAF missions during the command of MacArthur’s successor, General Matthew Ridgway. In May 1951, the FEAF began the first of two operations known as “Strangle.” Culminating shortly after the start of truce negotiations, Strangle I aimed at bringing Communist highway traffic to a standstill in the area between the 39th parallel and the front lines. UN commanders’ conviction that the Communists planned to use the negotiations as a respite to prepare for an offensive led to the launching of Strangle II against the North Korean rail system on 18 August 1951.60 The FEAF geared the campaign “to produce a slow strangulation not necessarily of the enemy Army as such, but rather on his power to take the offensive.”61 By depriving the Communists of an offensive capability, Strangle II sought to convince them that further fighting was fruitless and that they should therefore conclude a settlement.

Continued Communist intransigence at the peace talks led the FEAF staff to reappraise the interdiction strategy. In April 1952 Colonel Richard L. Randolph and Lieutenant Colonel Ben I. Mayo produced a study calling for an “air pressure” campaign aimed, like Strangle II, at compelling the Communists to agree to an armistice. Although supported by Weyland, the campaign was opposed by Ridgway, and not until General Mark Clark replaced Ridgway as CINCUNC in May 1952 did Weyland receive authority to initiate the policy. Rather than refer to the air pressure strategy as a radical shift from the previous interdiction efforts, air commanders termed the new operation a “shift in emphasis” so as “not to arouse further Army desire for increased close support.”62 Aircraft, serviceable airfields, and electric power facilities became the priority targets of the FEAF. The first two objectives indicated the continued emphasis on maintaining air superiority, while the latter revealed the thrust of the new campaign—to inflict maximum possible damage on military-related facilities perceived as essential to the civilian populace’s well-being. Brigadier General Jacob Smart, Weyland’s deputy for operations, issued the following statement regarding the purpose of the air pressure strategy:


Whenever possible, attacks will be scheduled against targets of military significance so situated that their destruction will have a deleterious effect upon the morale of the civilian population actively engaged in the logistic support of enemy forces.63



While both the interdiction and air pressure strategies had the ultimate goal of forcing the Communists to conclude negotiations on terms acceptable to the United Nations, the two strategies sought to achieve this by different designs. Interdiction struck directly at the enemy’s capability to continue fighting and indirectly at his will. Air pressure attacked both objectives directly. Like LeMay’s World War II fire raids, the air pressure strategy in Korea stemmed from a realization that bombing aimed specifically at the enemy’s war-making capability would not yield the desired results. During the last week of June 1952, FEAF and naval aircraft attacked North Korea’s hydroelectric plants for the first time. On 11 July, more than 1,200 UNC aircraft struck military targets in Pyongyang, which had not been bombed for almost a year.64 Despite the destruction caused by these raids, the Communist negotiators at Panmunjom refused to compromise on the issue of prisoner release.

The air pressure campaign continued into the Eisenhower presidency as air leaders searched for a way to inflict unacceptable damage on the Communist forces. In late March 1953, the FEAF’s target intelligence chief proposed a series of raids against the North Korean irrigation dam system to inundate and destroy most of the country’s rice crop. He argued that successful attacks on the dams “would cause a serious food shortage in North Korea which could seriously hamper the overall war effort in North Korea and possibly result in an economic slump of serious proportions accompanied by a lowering of morale and possibly will to fight.”65 Weyland was skeptical of both the feasibility and desirability of destroying the dams, and he refused to approve a systematic campaign against them.66 Clark, however, believed that a massive attack against the dams would persuade the Communists to conclude an agreement. If directed to recess the armistice talks indefinitely because of Communist intransigence, Clark notified the Joint Chiefs on 14 May he would attack the twenty dams irrigating the rice fields in northwest Korea. The breaching of those dams would, the general noted, “inundate about 422,000 acres of land, causing damage or destruction of an estimated one quarter million tons of rice, thereby curtailing the enemy’s ability to live off the land and aggravating a reported Chinese rice shortage and logistic problem.”67

The day before Clark’s message, FEAF F-84s bombed the Toksan dam 20 miles north of Pyongyang. Weyland had reluctantly approved this raid, and the FEAF Formal Target Committee had suggested on 12 May that “some mode of deception be utilized so that the enemy will not interpret the attack on the dam as being directed toward a program of subsequent destruction of their rice crops.”68 As a result, the FEAF planners also targeted a rail bridge below the dam to give the impression that the attackers sought to destroy the rail line. The raid washed out five bridges and 6 miles of railroad, in addition to flooding 27 miles of river valley. “Somewhat to my surprise, [it] flooded… a hell of a lot of North Korea,” Weyland later commented.69 The success of the strike caused the FEAF Commander to order attacks against two additional dams so situated that their destruction would wash out the remaining rail line leading into Pyongyang. F-84s attacked the Chasan dam on 15 and 16 May, and on 22 and 29 May B-29s bombed the Kuwonga dam. The raids on Chasan breached their objective and caused extensive flooding, but attacks on Kuwonga failed to destroy the dam because the Communists had lowered the reservoir’s water level.

Emphasizing that he had not authorized a program of flooding the North Korean rice crop, Weyland approved additional attacks on dams “as interdiction targets.”70 Between 13 and 18 June, FEAF and Marine aircraft struck the Kusong and Toksang dams, northwest of the Communist communication center of Sinanju, four times each. The raids severely weakened the two structures and compelled the Communists to drain both reservoirs. The FEAF Commander stopped the attacks on 20 June in favor of raids against airfields. Yet he was prepared to resume the dam assaults. Brigadier General Don Z. Zimmerman, the FEAF’s Deputy Commander for Intelligence, wrote on 8 July to the Air Force Chief of Intelligence in Washington that other dams “have been chosen and targeted for the purpose of inundating the rail system.” Zimmerman noted that Weyland had decided to refrain from launching all-out dam attacks pending the outcome of the current armistice negotiations.71 The truce signed nineteen days later in Panmunjom eliminated the need for further strikes.

Despite the shift in target priorities that characterized the war’s last year, political controls stemming from negative objectives limited the air effort throughout the conflict. Interdiction and armed reconnaissance totaled 47.7 percent of all combat sorties,72 not only because the FEAF attempted to halt two Communist invasions, but also because it could not strike the source of Communist war-making capability. China was a sanctuary for troops, supplies, and airfields, and the north side of the Yalu bridges could not be bombed. Although the National Security Council removed restraints on flights near the Manchurian border once the air pressure campaign began, restrictions on air operations within 12 miles of Soviet territory remained.73 Those controls continued during the Eisenhower presidency but would have disappeared once the former general decided to launch his atomic offensive. Truman’s negative objectives, along with a low supply of nuclear weapons, prevented him from employing atomic devices in the Far East.

Truman and Acheson were especially mindful of British fears that escalation in Korea could lead to world war. Alarmed by the President’s December 1950 declaration to use “every weapon” to blunt the Chinese offensive, Prime Minister Clement Atlee flew to Washington, where he received assurance that the United States would use the atomic bomb only if UN forces faced annihilation. The British also complained to the Truman administration about its failure to consult with them before the June 1952 raids against the Yalu River hydroelectric plants. In the fall of 1950 the Joint Chiefs, with the President’s concurrence, had prohibited attacks on those facilities, and the restriction had remained until Clark requested its removal in mid-June 1952. The outcry caused the State Department to inform the British prior to further attacks near the Soviet or Manchurian border, and a liaison office was established in General Clark’s headquarters to receive such information.74

To officers who had fought in World War II with virtually no political guidelines on bombing, the White House controls often caused confusion. Upon learning in December 1950 that he could not attack military installations in Manchuria, Stratemeyer turned to Air Force Chief of Staff Hoyt S. Vandenberg for guidance. “When can we expect basic decisions which will orient us out here as to just what our mission is now that China is our enemy and just what instructions can I expect to receive so that I can inform my people?” the FEAF Commander asked.75 One disenchanted FEAF officer summarized the restrictive air policy that remained in effect after the start of negotiations as: “Don’t employ air power so the enemy will get mad and won’t sign the armistice.”76

Many high-ranking officers understood that the Truman administration sought to avoid a third world war, yet few viewed war with the Soviets as a likely possibility. “I know of not a single senior military commander of the United States forces in the Far East—Army, Navy, or Air Force—who believed the USSR would enter war with the United States because of any action we might have taken relative to Red China,” Admiral C. Turner Joy, the chief UNC negotiator at Panmunjom, remarked.77 General Nathan F. Twining, who replaced Vandenberg as Chief of Staff in May 1953, concurred. “We felt that [attacking Manchuria] would never bring on a war, and if it did, [the Soviets] couldn’t pick a better time to jump the United States,” Twining recalled. “If they wanted to go to war with us, we might have taken them on then much easier than we could any other time. And we never felt, in the military particularly, that it would bring on a war. They weren’t ready to [fight]. They had a bad time in World War II.”78

Not all controls on the air war emanated from the White House; many stemmed from the theater commanders or the Joint Chiefs of Staff. After the Chinese assault, the Joint Chiefs recommended to MacArthur that he consider destroying the Yalu River hydroelectric plants if the enemy crossed the 38th parallel. Instead of requesting authority to attack the plants, the general noted that “their preservation or destruction is predominantly a political rather than a mil[itary] matter.” He added: “The reversal of this decision involves considerations far beyond those of the immed[iate] tactical campaign in Korea.”79 Like MacArthur, Ridgway also refused to bomb the Yalu power facilities. The UNC Commander vetoed Weyland’s May 1952 proposal to attack all North Korean hydroelectric plants, although with the exception of the Sui-ho plant on the Yalu Ridgway had authority to order the strikes. Clark had no such misgivings. When he ordered the strikes in June, he secured Truman’s approval, through the Joint Chiefs, to bomb the Sui-ho plant as well.80 The Joint Chiefs and Ridgway both restricted attacks against Pyongyang. The JCS disapproved of attacking the North Korean capital in the summer of 1951 because “to single out Pyongyang as the target for an all-out strike during the time we are holding conferences might in the eyes of the world appear as an attempt to break off negotiations.”81 Ridgway allowed Weyland to bomb the city but limited the areas open to attack.82 Weyland, however, was reluctant to raid the irrigation dam system, despite his authority to do so at any time during Clark’s tenure. Echoing Eaker’s “man in the street” statement, the FEAF Commander—who had served as George Patton’s tactical air chief in World War II—sanctioned attacks only against those dams which would, if breached, cause floodwaters to wipe out North Korean lines of communication.

Neither Stratemeyer nor Weyland controlled the entire air effort against North Korea, and the lack of command unity obstructed air operations. Navy, Marine, and allied air forces (notably, from Australia, New Zealand, and South Africa) flew against the North, as did the FEAF. While a Formal Target Committee met biweekly to select targets for FEAF’s two components, 5th Air Force and Bomber Command, the Air Force made little effort to coordinate with the Navy’s 7th Fleet, which operated in the Sea of Japan. After the FEAF Commander approved target recommendations, the committee notified 7th Fleet Headquarters of the selections. The 7th Fleet Commander also directed that naval air chiefs give the FEAF advance notice of independently planned air strikes. This “coordination by mutual agreement” did not always work, and the Navy’s first strike against North Korea, in early August 1950, came as a complete surprise to Stratemeyer.83 Yet the Air Force did not invite a Navy representative to attend the FEAF Target Committee meetings until 22 July 1953, one week before the armistice.84

In addition to political and military controls on bombing, other difficulties restricted the air effort. Communist air defenses destroyed 1,041 FEAF aircraft during the war and caused B-29s to fly only at night after October 1951.85 The limited payload and range of the F-80 jet fighter, together with production lags, forced the use of the F-51 Mustang until January 1953. As in World War II, weather hampered efforts to conduct continuous operations against enemy supply lines. Communist countermeasures also plagued the FEAF’s attempts at interdiction. MiG-15 jets, air defense radar, and anti-aircraft artillery guarded lines of communication, which labor crews maintained without the aid of heavy equipment. Supplemented by individuals carrying A-frames, horse-drawn wagons, oxcarts, and pack animals, trucks and trains traveled mostly at night, preventing interception by either F-51s or F-80s. Although the F-51 could locate targets at night, rocket and gunfire blinded its pilot, while the F-80 got poor results trying to strafe at jet speeds.86 The Communists also resorted to deception, often removing a section of rail or a bridge span at the end of night activities to give the appearance of unserviceability.87

The FEAF dropped 476,000 tons of ordnance during the conflict, the Navy and Marine aircraft together delivered 202,000 tons. Despite the difficulties of conducting interdiction, FEAF’s various campaigns destroyed 827 bridges, 116,839 buildings, 869 locomotives, 14,906 railroad cars, and 74,859 vehicles, and halted all but 4 or 5 percent of North Korea’s prewar rail traffic. More than 500,000 laborers worked in repair gangs along transportation lines. The attacks against hydroelectric plants in June 1952 rendered eleven of thirteen unserviceable, with the remaining two in doubtful condition, resulting in a complete power blackout over North Korea for more than two weeks. The Communists succeeded in restoring these plants to only 10 percent of their former capacity. In addition to washing out 6 miles of railroad and five bridges, the raid on the Toksan dam destroyed seven hundred buildings and 5 square miles of rice crops. All told, UN aircrews claimed to have killed 184,808 enemy troops; North Korea announced that the 11 July 1952 attack on Pyongyang caused seven thousand casualties.88

Although the interdiction and air pressure campaigns inflicted heavy losses, the destruction did not by itself compel the Communists to agree to an armistice. With the halt of Lieutenant General James Van Fleet’s offensive in the late spring of 1951, air power became the sole ostensible means of forcing a settlement. Yet the bombing continued to be restricted in scope by both political and military controls. Admiral Joy noted: “United Nations Command negotiators at Kaesong and Panmunjom were not in a position to deal from maximum strength, and well did the Communists know it.”89 With the static front that developed after the truce talks began, enemy troops needed very little sustenance to maintain their position.90 The Communist negotiators stalled for time, hoping that the UN bargaining position would weaken under the strain of mounting casualties. Eisenhower’s advisers observed in April 1953:


Whatever the Communist basic attitude towards an armistice may be, the ability of the Communists to supply and reinforce their troop strength in Korea has unquestionably reinforced their unwillingness to concede in the POW question what is possibly to them an important matter of principle and prestige striking at the roots of their system. They may well consider that agreement to any form of non-forcible repatriation so admits to the right of individual self-determination as to endanger maintenance of their concept of relations between the individual and the state.91



Until June 1953, the Communists adamantly refused to accept UN terms on prisoner release as the basis for an armistice. On 25 May UN negotiators announced their commitment to voluntary repatriation as a final stand. The Communists denounced the proposal as unacceptable and requested a recess to prepare an official reply. When negotiations resumed on 4 June the Communists seemed more conciliatory, and on 8 June they signed a prisoner exchange agreement accepting the UN position. South Korean President Syngman Rhee’s independent release of Communist prisoners on 18 June delayed an armistice by more than a month, but on 27 July both sides initialed a settlement that differed little from the 8 June terms.

While the May attacks against the dams did not directly produce the Communists’ about-face, the raids did, in combination with other factors, contribute to their desire to negotiate seriously. Foremost among their other concerns was Eisenhower’s willingness to use atomic weapons and expand the war.92 Dulles communicated this message to Nehru during a visit to India that began on 22 May, and three days later the Communist negotiators in Penmunjom demanded a recess. The May strikes on the dams—targets previously untouched—began on the 13th and ended on the 29th. The North Koreans could prevent bombing from breaching a dam only by draining its reservoir. This measure had the same effect as breaching the structure, for it denied vital water to the young rice crops planted at the start of the spring season. The attacks all came against dams in the northwest, an area so important for rice production that the North Koreans dispatched troops there each spring to help with the planting.93 The Communists responded to the Toksan raid by building a special railroad to the dam to carry repair materials. They also mounted their most intense propaganda campaign of the war, denouncing American “imperialists aggressors attempting to destroy the rice crop by denying the farmers the life water necessary to grow rice.”94 In short, the raids threatened massive starvation, and the Communists had no effective means to counter the attacks. Whatever their intent as interdiction measures, the raids appeared to the Communists as direct attacks on the civilian populace. As such, they gave credence to Eisenhower’s promise to unleash a nuclear holocaust across the North Korean and Manchurian landscapes.

In addition to the threat of atomic war, the Communists faced the prospect of continued fighting in a conflict that had already cost them heavily in manpower and equipment. The North Korean industrial and transportation systems were in shambles after three years of war. The attacks against the dams portended destruction of the agricultural system as well. Wrecking North Korea’s capability to grow rice threatened its survival as a nation, a prospect that appealed to neither Pyongyang nor Peking. With the increasing devastation of their country, the North Koreans feared that they could not prevent the Chinese from keeping troops permanently below the Yalu. “The North Korean desire to salvage their country was a major factor in obtaining serious negotiations,” Dean Rusk, Truman’s Assistant Secretary of State for Far Eastern Affairs, recalled.95 The Chinese, however, had no desire to usurp the polity of their Communist ally. They had intervened specifically to preserve North Korean sovereignty, which they rightly believed threatened by the UN advance in the fall of 1950. A substantially weakened North Korea could not serve as an effective buffer against invasion by UN or South Korean troops. Further, the potential loss of the North Korean rice crop posed a serious problem for Chinese forces on the 38th parallel. While the Communist troops needed little in the way of material to maintain their static positions, they relied heavily on northwest Korea for food. The lack of rice would have affected their capability to continue fighting.

Besides concerns over Eisenhower’s threat and North Korean devastation, the Communists also had to face the changed political situation caused by the death of Stalin. The Soviet dictator had approved Premier Kim II Sung’s plan to invade the South and in the fall of 1950 had encouraged Chinese intervention.96 The new Soviet leadership did not, however, contain a central source of power committed to the Communist struggle in Korea. Soon after Stalin’s demise in March, Georgyi Malenkov, Lavrenty Beria, and Nikita Khrushchev began to compete for control, and no clear head of state would emerge for the remainder of the Korean War. If they were to continue the conflict, the Chinese and North Koreans would have to fight without Moscow’s firm support.

The American interdiction campaign prevented the Communists from launching a large-scale offensive after the summer of 1951 and guaranteed that UN forces could maintain their positions near the 38th parallel. By restricting rail traffic to 5 percent of its prewar level, the FEAF denied the Communists the logistical support necessary for a massive thrust. Yet the inability of the Chinese and North Koreans to mount an offensive did not necessarily mean that air power was successful in restricting enemy action. After June 1951 the Communists may never have intended to launch another mass attack. Air power removed the option, but the effort may have been wasted.

Despite the failure of air power to secure an armistice independent of other considerations, many in the Air Force believed that bombing made the significant contribution toward achieving a truce. The “freedom to target and to use airpower [during 1953] brought the war to an acceptable conclusion,” General William W. Momyer, a member of the Air War College faculty during the Korean conflict and 7th Air Force Commander in Vietnam, noted. “Interdiction was the fundamental mission that pressured a settlement.”97 The FEAF unit history for July 1953 observed that “the destructive force of FEAF’s air power had broken the stalemate.”98 Most air chiefs held the opinion that bombing would have produced decisive results in far less time had fewer political controls limited the air campaign. Stratemeyer, who was a staff officer for Arnold during World War II, voiced his objections not only to the political controls but also to the limited nature of the United States’ war aims:


It [the American military objective] is contrary to everything that every military commander that I have been associated with or from all of our history—he has never been in a position where he could not win the war he started to win. That is not American. That is not American, [sic] And who did it—I don’t know. I know that General MacArthur’s hands were tied, I am sure, not by the Joint Chiefs of Staff, but by the… State Department.99



Joy agreed, listing his greatest handicap during the negotiations as the “reluctance or inability… of Washington to give us firm and minimum positions which would be supported by national policy.”100 He contended that the Communists would respond only to massive force, and that Truman’s unwillingness to pursue such a policy foredoomed American negotiating efforts prior to the spring of 1953.

Most commanders who criticized the limits on the bombing aimed their barbs at the political leadership and ignored the military’s self-imposed restraints. Many generals had, like Stratemeyer, participated in all-out offensives against Nazi Germany and Imperial Japan, and they could see no reason why the Communists in Korea should not be similarly destroyed. LeMay, who observed the conflict from Omaha, Nebraska, as the Commander of Strategic Air Command (SAC), suggested at the start of hostilities that his B-29s blast North Korea’s principal cities. “The B-29s were trained to go up there to Manchuria and destroy the enemy’s potential to wage war,” he reasoned. “The threat of this impending bombardment would, I am confident, have kept the Communist Chinese from revitalizing and protracting the Korean War.”101 The general disapproved of using B-29s for interdiction and argued that the bomber “was never intended to be a tactical weapon.”102 Weyland attempted to use air power as a bludgeon to compel a negotiated settlement. Yet his air pressure strategy was a bludgeon fashioned after Spaatz’s daylight campaign in Europe rather than LeMay’s fire attacks on Japan. While believing that his policy was in accord with American political objectives and that it had a decisive impact on the Communist decision to quit fighting, Weyland also concluded that his predilection for attacking only military-related targets might prove inappropriate for a future war. He wrote in the fall of 1953:


If the nation under attack [by the United States] were the primary instigator and supporter of the aggression, or if the ground forces were not committed in the air campaign, or if the air forces were balanced to the concept of completely investing the enemy by air, the systems chosen for attack might be, and quite possibly would be, quite different.103



The editors of Air University Quarterly Review, the official publication of the Air War College, provided an additional vision of the future. In a 1954 article on the dam raids, they proclaimed: “Modern war mobilizes total national resources. Only warfare that cuts sharply across the entire depth of the enemy’s effort can bring the war to an end short of exhaustion and economic collapse for both sides.”104

The Post-Korea Decade

In October 1954, Paul Nitze told the assembled officers of the Air War College that the principal threat to American security interests stemmed “from the Kremlin design of world domination.” He outlined the Soviet leadership’s priorities as “first, the maintenance of their regime; second, the preservation of their power base in Russia and its satellites; and third, the objective of world dominance.”105 Nitze’s observations had a special appeal for his audience, for he had served as vice chairman of the Strategic Bombing Survey and, during the Korean War, as Director of the State Department’s Policy Planning Council. Still, his message was more a confirmation than a revelation. To Air Force senior officers, the Soviet Union was the enemy. Service doctrine reflected the conviction that the United States would one day confront the Soviets in general war—a euphemism for global nuclear conflict.

The Eisenhower administration’s policy of “massive retaliation,” combined with the Soviet explosion of the hydrogen bomb, a perceived “bomber gap,” and the launching of Sputnik, contributed to the Air Force’s priority on preparing for nuclear war. America’s nuclear arsenal jumped from a total of 1,750 weapons in 1954 to 26,500 in 1962, with more than 11,000 added between 1958 and 1960.106 SAC controlled the vast majority of these arms and planned to deliver most of them in a massive preemptive bomber assault against the Soviet Union.107 “The emphasis of air planners was in making war fit a weapon—nuclear air power—rather than making the weapon fit a war,” one historian of the period commented.108 Nowhere was this emphasis more manifest than in the Air Force’s two chief doctrinal publications of the post-Korea decade, Manuals 1-2 and 1-8.

Air planners produced two versions of Manual 1-2, “Basic Doctrine,” in the decade after Korea. Both stressed that American military forces could perform “their greatest and most economical service in any form of international conflict” by allowing the United States to “exercise a compelling initiative in international affairs.”109 Strategic bombing offered the means to demonstrate “compelling initiative,” and Manual 1-8, “Strategic Air Operations,” outlined how bombing would achieve national goals. Dated 1 May 1954, the document steered Air Force thinking throughout the post-Korea decade. Air planners did not revise it until December 1965.

Manual 1-8 drew upon the teachings of the Air Corps Tactical School and the perceived lessons of World War II strategic bombing. Little guidance emerged from the experience of Korea. The manual defined strategic air operations as attacks “designed to disrupt an enemy nation to the extent that its will and capability to resist are broken.”110 These operations “are conducted directly against the nation itself” rather than against its deployed armed forces.111 Destroying the war-making capacity of a nation would “neutralize” its armies and navies. Such destruction would also lead to the collapse of an enemy’s will to fight. Air planners contended:


Somewhere within the structure of the hostile nation exist sensitive elements, the destruction or neutralization of which will best create the breakdown and loss of the will of that nation to further resist…. The fabric of modern nations is such a complete interweaving of major single elements that the elimination of one element can create widespread influence upon the whole. Some of the elements are of such importance that the complete elimination of one of them would cause collapse of the national structure insofar as integrated effort is concerned. Others exert influence which, while not immediately evident, is cumulative and transferable, and when brought under the effects of air weapons, results in a general widespread weakening and eventual collapse.112



The authors concluded that destroying petroleum or transportation systems would cause the most damage to a nation’s will to resist. Only “weighty and sustained attacks,” however, would succeed in wrecking either system.113

Eisenhower’s budgetary controls facilitated the development of SAC into the offensive force envisioned by Manual 1-8’s authors. The perceived threat of nuclear war with the Soviets caused SAC to receive priority funding from an administration committed to fiscal restraint. “We could never support all of the forces… that might be required to meet all possible eventualities simultaneously,” Secretary of Defense Charles E. Wilson explained in 1957.114 SAC expanded not only at the expense of the Army and Navy but also to the detriment of the Air Force’s Tactical Air Command (TAC), which contained primarily single-seat “fighter” aircraft. To meet financial constraints, the Air Force eliminated several tactical fighter wings in the late 1950s.115 Former Air Force Secretary Thomas K. Finletter complained: “We are still several billion dollars short of the amount we ought to be spending exclusively for the air power we need to handle the threat from Russia in the NATO area…. There is nothing like enough air power in our present United States military force levels to back up our foreign policy in the Far East.116 The paucity of funds for air missions other than strategic nuclear bombing prompted RAND analyst Bernard Brodie to note, with a large measure of truth, that “strategy wears a dollar sign.”117

To the Commander-in-Chief of Strategic Air Command (CINCSAC), a defense policy stressing strategic nuclear air power was more than just a proper emphasis on the Air Force’s perceived ability to achieve an independent decision in war. General Curtis LeMay viewed SAC as the premier guardian of American democracy. As CINCSAC from 1948 to 1957, he molded the force into a highly disciplined unit possessing awesome attacking power. SAC’s mission “was to serve as deterrent against the enemy—a deterrent against nuclear warfare—a striking force so efficient and so powerful that no enemy could, in justice to his own present and future, attack us—through a sneak assault or any other way,” LeMay wrote.118 The general geared his command to the “worst case” scenarios of a fullscale nuclear exchange. In such a confrontation, SAC would deliver the Air Force’s nuclear arsenal against Soviet targets in one massive blow.119 From 1951 on, LeMay did not submit his annually updated war plans for JCS review, and by 1955 he had gained virtual autonomy in target selection.120 His influence resulted in CINCSAC’s designation in the fall of 1960 as the “Director of Strategic Target Planning,” with authority to develop, on behalf of the JCS, a Single Integrated Operational Plan (SIOP) for a potential nuclear war. For all the armed services—particularly for the Air Force—the SIOP became the highest-priority mission and severely curtailed availability for other tasks.121

One year after the birth of the SIOP, LeMay became Air Force Chief of Staff. He had served as Vice Chief since 1957, during a period when such Army generals as Ridgway, James Gavin, and Maxwell Taylor had advocated a defense policy based on “flexible response” rather than massive retaliation. Under LeMay’s tutelage, however, the Air Force raised the strategic bomber on an even higher pedestal. “He was the one who made the strategic thing everything,” Brigadier General Noel F. Parrish, who was in the Pentagon during LeMay’s tenure as Chief of Staff, recalled. “He not only channeled a terrific portion of our resources into strategic [forces], but he filled a whole headquarters with strategic Air Force people.”122 After LeMay had served three years as Chief, threefourths of the highest-ranking Air Force officers in the Pentagon came directly from SAC.123 To these individuals, strategic bombing was the Air Force mission, and Manual 1-8 offered the guidance to accomplish that mission successfully.

Air Force doctrine in the post-Korea decade did not completely disregard the Korean experience. Manual 1-2 acknowledged that limited war might recur. The document distinguished between general and limited conflict, stating that in each military forces sought different objectives. In general war, all American military strength “would be directed to the common purpose of prevailing over the enemy by defeating his offensive forces and denying him the resources with which to continue war.” In limited conflict, “the composition of the participating forces, their missions and strategy, would be dictated primarily by the Government’s objectives in relation to that particular conflict situation.”124 Air planners realized that government controls would be likely to prohibit limited war operations from approaching the intensity of those in general war. The 1959 edition of 1-2 deleted the 1955 observation that “employment of air forces must be undertaken with the expectation of sustaining the operation until the desired effect is accomplished.”125 Regardless of the anticipated political restraints, planners believed that the Air Force possessed the means to achieve decisive results in limited war. With one eye on Korea, they remarked that the service could conduct effective attacks without having to penetrate a major opponent’s sovereign territory.126 If a limited conflict occurred, the Air Force would apply “precisely measured power directly against specific elements of hostile strength.”127

Although they conceded the possibility of limited war, air planners made few preparations for it. In March 1954, they published Manual 1-7, “Theater Air Forces in Counter Air, Interdiction and Close Air Support Operations,” to guide “tactical” air actions. The document revealed that theater, or tactical, air operations differed from strategic actions in two fundamental ways. First, theater forces conducted operations in a confined geographical area, while strategic actions were global. Second, the objective of theater operations was the destruction or neutralization of an enemy’s military forces, while strategic efforts sought to defeat the enemy nation by destroying “the essential elements of the nation’s total organization for waging war… as distinct from its deployed military forces.”128 Single-seat fighter aircraft could accomplish strategic tasks. Yet air planners viewed interdiction, with its objective to destroy an enemy’s military potential prior to its manifestation on the battlefield, as a tactical function. The TAC Commander was responsible for approving interdiction planned by theater air chiefs and for ordering tactical air forces to accomplish it.129 Despite the disparity noted in Manuals 1-7 and 1-8 between tactical and strategic operations, both documents stressed planning for general rather than limited war, and both advocated using atomic weapons. “The best preparation for limited war is proper preparation for general war,” the authors of Manual 1-2 wrote. “The latter is the more important since there can be no guarantee that a limited war would not spread into general conflict.”130

To air commanders in the post-Korea decade, theater forces provided a means to complement the massive blows of strategic bombers in general war. Major General Edward J. Timberlake, Commander of TAC’s Ninth Air Force, extolled his unit’s nuclear capability in May 1956:


The build-up of theater-type air forces during recent years has been gratifying both from a technical and a combat standpoint. Most important has been the marriage of the atomic bomb with the single-seater jet fighter as well as the light bombardment plane. Of no lesser significance is the tactical guided missile. A single fighter, with a crew of one, now has the destructive power of thousands of World War II bombers loaded with conventional ordnance.

Thus, it can be seen that technological progress, ingenuity, initiative, and imagination have developed the tactical air forces to new and potent heights in all types of air operations.131



In response to an “overt act by an aggressor nation,” theater forces would, the general announced, “launch an atomic punch aimed… at turning the enemy military machine into a relatively innocuous group of men by depriving it of the means of waging war.”132

Timberlake’s fighters formed part of TAC’s nuclear Composite Air Strike Force (CASF), developed in mid-1955 with a mission to deploy to any world crisis location. To gain exposure to flying conditions in the most probable wartime operating areas, TAC rotated CASF aircraft to Europe and Alaska for six-month periods.133 The strike force sported the new F-105 Thunderchief, a fighter designed to drop nuclear bombs and unsuited for air combat. Air planners considered the plane’s inability to dogfight irrelevant. They contended that nuclear raids on enemy airfields combined with air superiority missions would guarantee the Thunderchief a safe environment.134

Most air commanders accepted the Air Force’s priority on nuclear weapons. Manual 1-2 noted that the prerequisite for achieving a military objective was a strategy “as simple and as direct as possible,” a requirement readily fulfilled by relying on the atomic bomb.135 The Air Force’s nuclear superiority over the Soviets compensated—air chiefs believed—for Russia’s predominance in conventional weaponry.136 Yet the possibility existed that the United States might never confront the Soviets in a general war. Weyland for one challenged the emphasis on a nuclear engagement. He felt that strong, conventional, theater air forces, backed by an announced willingness to use them, would have prevented the North Koreans from attacking in 1950. “It is obvious to me that we must have adequate tactical air forces in being that are capable of serving as a deterrent to the brush-fire type of war just as SAC is the main deterrent to a global war,” he asserted in 1957. “Any fighting that we get into in the foreseeable future will very probably be of the peripheral war type.”137 Most senior officers who doubted the appropriateness of Air Force doctrine kept their misgivings to themselves. The text of Timberlake’s 1956 speech to California aviation writers mentioned that present Soviet actions did “not foreshadow a general war,” and Timberlake made a notation to omit the statement.138 After LeMay “SACerized” the Pentagon, most high-ranking officers possessed a sincere faith in the nuclear bomber’s ability to decide international conflicts. Those who did not believe lacked the power to make any difference.

While the Air Force’s leadership remained committed to the gospel of strategic nuclear attack, others questioned the dogma’s propriety. In 1957 two studies concluded that the service needed to devote more attention to limited war preparation. A RAND analyst, Robert Johnson, determined in a May report for Pacific Air Forces (PACAF) Headquarters that the danger of limited hostilities was “the most immediate threat” facing PACAF units. Johnson noted that directives to maintain general war capabilities narrowed the resources available to oppose local aggression. He did not think that those units in excess of the general war “retaliatory” force would suffice, in terms of numbers or competency, to repel attacks by guerrilla troops. “It is felt by many,” the analyst reported, “that neither the Tactical Air Forces in being, the Strategic Air Forces, the Air Forces of Allied countries, nor the air components of the Army, Navy, and Marines are particularly well-suited to perform the tasks which may be required of air power in local war.” He highlighted the efforts of two RAND projects, dubbed SIERRA and RIOT SQUAD, to determine the Air Force’s limited war requirements. Using war-gaming techniques, the SIERRA group had evaluated prospective air campaigns in Southeast Asia, but the group’s findings remained “tentative and highly controversial.” RIOT SQUAD, examining weapons and support systems required by air forces opposing local aggressions, also produced uncertain conclusions. Johnson pointed out that the group had failed to devote adequate attention to the “mission and modus operandi” of air units engaged in limited conflict.”139

Johnson’s counterpart at Air University, Colonel Ephraim M. Hampton, agreed that the Air Force needed to prepare for limited engagements. In his March study “The USAF in Limited War,” he stressed what he felt was a major dilemma confronting air planners who molded service doctrine: how to guarantee that the Air Force possessed adequate means to cope with both general and limited conflict. Unlike Johnson, Hampton accepted the heavy commitment of forces to general war preparation. The colonel focused instead on “whether these limited war forces in excess of the hard core total war requirements should be specially developed air task forces.” He determined that special units would only interfere with the mission of theater air forces, which already had responsibility for operations in potential trouble spots. Yet Hampton offered no advice on how to organize those theater forces exceeding general war requirements. “Generalizations concerning the type forces which could best be employed become exceedingly difficult,” he penned. “Each area where a limited war could possibly occur will present different inherent theater capabilities, base structures, and logistic situations. The geography, target systems, and status of indigenous forces will vary. Political situations will present a variety of problems.”140

Acknowledging that limited conflict could occur in disparate locales, Air University staff members produced a 1958 study evaluating the Air Force’s ability to respond to small-scale conflicts in the Middle East, Southeast Asia, Taiwan, and Korea. Bernard Brodie authored the project’s final report. Before discussing political situations in the four areas, he provided general observations on the nature of limited war. Brodie asserted that a nation waging limited conflict must rely on “counterforce” tactics and strategies. This meant that the country would direct its military effort against opposing military forces rather than against “sources of national power.” The strategy would cause the struggle to resemble a war of attrition.141

In contrast to his initial remarks, Brodie also stated that “the United States must use any weapon in its arsenal, as needed, to protect its national interest.”142 “Any weapon” included the atomic bomb. Should limited war erupt in any of the four areas examined, units from TAC’s Composite Air Strike Force, Theater Air Forces, and SAC would probably participate. Brodie described how they could make the greatest impact on an enemy:


Airpower properly employed permits a graduated or mounting application of force and persuasion in which diplomatic negotiation can be integrated precisely either between separate sorties or at the culmination of achieving major objectives. Thus the Air Force is able to operate in a limited war situation by striking, returning to secure territory, negotiating, striking again as necessary and withdrawing repeatedly without the stigma of retreat ever being an issue.143



Brodie argued that such a policy might prove useful in Vietnam. There, Ngo Dinh Diem’s Southern regime appeared in danger of falling to Communism. “This indirect threat to US interests must be recognized as a matter of first concern to us in Southeast Asia,” he contended, “for no amount of military equipment in weak or undecided hands will guarantee security from community encroachment.”144

A year after the Air University study, Brodie published Strategy in the Missile Age. While focusing on air power’s role in deterring—or winning—total war, the work also offered guidance on a proper course for air forces in limited conflict. Brodie now doubted that nuclear weapons were appropriate for local wars. “The conclusion that nuclear weapons must be used in limited wars has been reached by too many people, too quickly, on the basis of far too little analysis of the problem,” he argued.145 Those whom the United States sought to defend would be likely to disapprove of salvation based on atomic blasts over their homeland. Equally important, the use of nuclear weapons constituted a vast degree of difference from warfare waged by conventional means. Atomic bombs in a limited conflict would greatly increase the chances of a general war.

Brodie’s message went unheeded. In August 1957 National Security Adviser Robert Cutler had urged President Eisenhower to develop a credible policy for limited war. Cutler advised relying on tactical atomic weapons to counter Russian aggression “anywhere against any ally.”146 Eisenhower’s support of this proposal sanctioned what was already three-year-old Air Force doctrine. That doctrine would not change—in either written or perceived form—for the next eight years.147 While John Kennedy’s enchantment with guerrilla warfare produced changes in Army doctrine, it had no effect on Air Force policy. LeMay guaranteed that his service would continue to emphasize strategic operations above all else and that theater air forces would perform tasks viewed as secondary. His perspective endured beyond his four-year tenure as Chief of Staff.

    

    In May 1953, an ailing Hoyt Vandenberg made his final address as Air Force Chief of Staff. Speaking to the Air War College’s class of senior officers, the general summarized his views on strategic air power:


Air power must not be applied except against the industrial power of the nation; it must not be applied unless you are going to win the war with it. I don’t mean that once you have applied it, that you can’t apply it to the other portions of war. But surely, let us not drop an A-bomb until we are ready to drop it on the industrial potential, too, or perhaps first…. Air power, if it is to be successful, has got to be launched against the industrial potential in the rear areas of a nation. Air power, without the A-bomb, must be so used. Air power should not be used on the front lines, except as an addition to the principle of destroying the industrial potential of a country. Let us keep our eye on the goal of air power, which is to knock out the ability of a nation to fight.148



Vandenberg exhorted his audience to emphasize the value of air power to all who questioned its efficacy:


You must leave no stone unturned to spread the gospel and to do it in a proper way. Let us not claim that all you need is air power, because that is bunk. What we have to do is to point out where it fits into the overall security of the United States and what we must have as a minimum…. It [an appreciation of air power] is only going to come by you people who understand it and preach it and preach it [sic] to everybody who comes within contact of it…. It’s your duty because, by God,… the only thing that is going to save the United States, is an understanding of this thing. So I hope that you go out and do it.149



The officers listening to Vandenberg did indeed go out and spread the gospel, and LeMay became their high priest. Most air commanders in the post-Korea decade saw strategic bombing as a cure-all for any contingency. Several factors shaped their thinking: the ingrained dogma of the Air Corps Tactical School, the perceived success of strategic bombing in World War II and Korea, and Eisenhower’s policy of massive retaliation. To the makers of Air Force doctrine, World War II eclipsed the “aberration” of Korea. The campaigns against Germany and Japan seemed to vindicate the ACTS philosophy of striking a nation’s vital centers to destroy its warfighting capability. Korea, while considered a victory for air power, was a success flawed by political controls that prohibited attacks against the source of Communist war-making capacity. The policy of massive retaliation presaged conflicts of unlimited scope, much like that waged during World War II in pursuit of unconditional surrender. Air leaders insisted that future attacks directed against a nation’s capability to fight would weaken its will to resist. By destroying a nation’s key industries, air power would wreck the social fabric of an enemy nation, and the Air Force now possessed the supreme weapon to devastate industrial capability—the atomic bomb.

In their attempt to discover the key ingredients for successfully applying air power, air planners created a rigid formula for success that eliminated such variables as war aims and the nature of the enemy’s military effort. The planners geared doctrine toward a general war with the Soviet Union, and the Air Force’s doctrinal tenets were appropriate only for a large-scale conflict against a highly industrialized foe. Manuel 1-8 observed that “the fabric of modern nations is… a complete interweaving of major single elements.”150 Most air commanders equated “modern” with “all.” Despite realizing that North Korea was not a modern nation like World War II Germany or Japan, they believed that attacks on electric power would help destroy the enemy’s social cohesion. They viewed the North not only as an integrated society but also as one treasuring its meager industrial prowess. Yet the heart of North Korea was agriculture. Not until Weyland raided the irrigation dams in May 1953 did bombing prove truly threatening to the Communists. Weyland, however, was reluctant to attack the dams, both because he had personal misgivings about a campaign designed to starve people and because Air Force doctrine shunned direct attacks on enemy morale.

Nonetheless, Weyland’s dam raids suited Eisenhower’s revamped war aims and the nature of the war envisioned by the President. Occurring within days of Dulles’s communication that Eisenhower intended to mount a nuclear offensive, the raids demonstrated that the President meant to remove the war’s political controls. With no negative objectives to restrain American military power, Eisenhower could devastate North Korea and Manchuria. Nuclear weapons would destroy populations in addition to military targets. The destruction of people threatened, much like the dam attacks, the existence of North Korea, and neither the Chinese nor the North Koreans would tolerate the country’s demise.

American strategic bombing in World War II had also threatened the enemy’s national existence and meshed well with American political goals. In targeting industrial capacity, the air campaigns struck both an essential component of the Axis capability to fight and a fundamental aspect of social organization. The industrial areas of Germany and Japan were “vital centers” of those nations’ welfare. Their destruction threatened much more than the ability to win; it threatened survival. The policy of unconditional surrender, which excluded negative objectives, permitted the Army Air Forces to attack Axis industry relentlessly.
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