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Foreword

The Combat Studies Institute is pleased to publish this special study,
Interservice Rivalry and Airpower in the Vietnam War, by Dr. lan Horwood.
Dr. Horwood, a British historian, has explored the rivalry between the
armed services of the United States relating to the employment of tactical
airpower during the Vietnam War. Not being an American, he is able to
put a fresh perspective on this complex issue.

This study focuses on tactical airpower in South Vietnam between
1961 and 1968. Dr. Horwood avoids a lengthy discussion of the air war
over North Vietnam, focusing instead on the combat operations in the
South. Interservice Rivalry and Airpower in the Vietnam War examines
a number of issues which are relevant to the use of airpower in irregular
warfare. Among them are command and control of airpower, the use of
airpower at the tactical and the operational-strategic level of war, the role
of helicopters, and different service understandings of the proper role of
airpower in a counterinsurgency.

The Army is, of course, keenly interested in the air-ground integration
as it performs its role in achieving military success on the ground. Always
contentious since its invention a century ago, the proper role for airpower
in war is even more complex in the irregular wars which the US has faced
since the end of the Cold War, and which it faces today in the Long War.
We at CSI believe this study will provide useful insights for military
professionals. CSI- The Past is Prologue!

Timothy R. Reese
Colonel, Armor
Director, Combat Studies Institute
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INTRODUCTION

There was undoubtedly enthusiasm among some professionals as well as
the Administration and the public about what airpower might accomplish.
Americans like to think in terms of an immaculate war in the wild blue
yonder and some Air Force publicists have encouraged this Madison
Avenue fantasy. The Air Force is a young service led by enthusiasts who
had to fight hard to establish its validity against military traditionalists
and from time to time it has oversold its capabilities.”

The primary objectives of this study are to establish the nature and
levels of rivalry and dispute between the United States armed services
over matters relating to the military application of airpower during the
Vietnam period, and to assess the extent to which such rivalry may have
distorted US operational policy in Southeast Asia. It is probably a truism to
suggest that interservice rivalry has always been endemic among military
establishments in the modern age, yet there are few monographs that
deal specifically with the subject. Presumably, interservice rivalry is so
commonplace that it excites little comment among military historians and
analysts, except in passing. However, if interservice rivalry is so typical of
military organisms then it constitutes one of their defining characteristics
and is worthy of study for this reason alone. Furthermore, it is also worthy
of study by virtue of the fact that it may be an influential factor in the making
of military decisions by which wars are fought, won and lost. Clearly, this
suggests that interservice rivalry may be significant from both a purely
historical point of view and also in terms of its contribution to the military
capabilities and effectiveness of different military establishments.

The historical development of airpower suggests that interservice
rivalry is especially prevalent in this particular area of military activity.
From the very beginnings of military aviation, armies and navies have
argued as to how the new assets should be used, how they should be
developed and which service should control them. This was certainly the
case in the United States.

The problem has been compounded, rather than resolved, by the
development of independent air forces.

*Hanson W. Baldwin, Introduction to Jack Broughton, Thud Ridge (New
York, 1985) xii-xiii.



These entities were founded on the basis of the strategic air warfare
philosophy originally put forward by the classical airpower theorists like
the Italian Giulio Douhet, the British Hugh Trenchard or the American
Billy Mitchell, often at the expense of the more tactical supporting roles
preferred by the surface forces. Here, again, the United States is a good
example with the emergence of an independent US Air Force dominated
by advocates of strategic warfare from an Army whose ground forces
demanded tactical air support as the primary responsibility of the new air
arm.

In the US case, interservice rivalry over issues connected with the
military application of airpower may be especially acute because of the
enormous resources at stake in the competition between the armed forces
over budgets and responsibilities, and the existence of the US Marine
Corps as virtually a fourth armed service complete with its own organic
“air force” including state-of-the-art helicopters and fixed-wing aircraft.

Interservice rivalry seems to be a constant fact of military life in
peace time. Indeed, armed services may sometimes even measure their
relative success in terms of the accumulation of resources and authority
at the expense of their sister services, regardless of the extent to which
this detracts from their peace time preparations for the pursuit of national
objectives in time of war. The achievement of those objectives becomes
more significant—though not necessarily paramount—in wartime.

The differing service requirements in times of peace and war may
perhaps be illustrated by the issue of the close air support of US ground
forces in both the Second World War and the Korean War. In both cases, the
services were obliged to revisit close air support arrangements established
in peace time because they were so clearly failing the test of combat. At
the end of both conflicts, however, detailed arrangements for the close air
support of ground forces that had seemed so absolutely vital in wartime
were abandoned under the new conditions of the peace.

The issue of close air support, along with several other long-standing
interservice airpower disputes concerning theater-level command
arrangements and tactical airlift re-emerged in the Vietnam War. Here, they
were further complicated by the US Army’s employment of helicopters, en
masse for the first time, as the primary method of maneuver, supplanting
foot or road vehicle mobility for large combined arms formations up to
divisional size: a technique known as “airmobility.” The development of
this concept, along with its concomitant requirement for a vastly increased
US Army aviation establishment, including armed, fixed- and rotary-wing
aircraft was bound to call into question the exact nature of the relationship
between the US Army and the US Air Force.
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This study concentrates on tactical airpower in South Vietnam and
deals with the air war over North Vietnam only insofar as it influenced
interservice issues in the South. In order to fully understand the interservice
airpower issues that emerged during the Vietnam War, it is first necessary
to look back at the pre-Vietnam doctrinal background that preceded them.
In regard to the Vietnam War itself, the study’s starting point is the arrival
of the first US combat aircraft in South Vietnam in 1961, and concludes
with the pivotal year of 1968. The latter date is of necessity somewhat fluid,
but it forms a rough stopping point because rivalry over airpower issues
between the US armed forces seems to have been in decline after this date,
or at least it seems to have been subject to attenuation by compromise
agreements which were in force until the end of United States involvement
in Southeast Asia. Expressions of these compromises are to be found in
post-1968 documents, but these reflect pre-1968 experience.



CHAPTER 1

THE DOCTRINAL BACKGROUND

Doctrine: The fundamental principles by which the military forces or
elements thereof guide their actions in support of national objectives.t

During their participation in the war in South Vietnam, the armed forces of
the United States were afflicted by serious interservice disputes over airpower
issues. Broadly, the main areas of disagreement concerned the command and
control of airpower assets, close air support of ground forces and the applica-
tion of the new concept of air mobility to military operations. As the origins of
these disputes predated the Vietnam War, it is necessary to understand some-
thing of their historical development prior to United States involvement in
Southeast Asia before one can fully appreciate them in their Vietnam context.

The American military establishment that went to war in Vietnam still
bore the indelible imprint of the Second World War. The last great global
conflict constituted a watershed in the development of United States mili-
tary doctrine. Those systems and techniques developed for the command
and utilization of the nation’s armed forces during the Second World War
—and which had brought it such stunning victories—set the standard by
which the United States expected to wage war in the foreseeable future.

COMMAND AND CONTROL

Drawingonthesuccessful experience of the Second World War, theadmin-
istration of President Harry Truman attempted to formalize what it perceived
to be the war’s lessons for military command and control. The resulting 1947
National Security Act did not, however, resolve some outstanding command
and control issues that had manifested themselves during the war, and it creat-
ed some new ones, which became apparent only in the crucible of Korea. Still
unresolved, these difficulties remained latent, ready to re-emerge in the 1960s,
this time exacerbated by the peculiar circumstances of war in Southeast Asia.

During the Second World War, the first of the great combined operations
conducted by the Allied coalition took place in late 1942 with the amphibious
landings in French North Africa codenamed Operation TORCH. Traditional
methods for coalition warfare called for the employment of separate, co-
equal, operational commands for each nation’s forces, with attached liaison
missions from their opposite numbers. However, it soon became obvious that
this would not suffice for an international amphibious operation of the scope
and complexity envisaged. Clearly an unprecedented level of international
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command integration was called for and the arrangements adopted for North
Africa were to set the pattern for the Allied theater commands—subsequently
designated “supreme headquarters”—throughout the remainder of the war.

Circumstances dictated that the commander in chief of the Al-
lied Expeditionary Force for TORCH must be an American officer.
At the Arcadia conference in Washington, in December 1941, Prime
Minister Winston Churchill and President Franklin D. Roosevelt had
agreed on a policy of prioritizing the defeat of Germany over that of
Japan, but it was a Japanese attack in the Pacific that had brought the
United States into the war. It was, therefore, vital to focus the Ameri-
can public’s attention on the war with Germany as soon as possible.
An invasion of French North Africa by predominantly American forces
seemed to offer a relatively low-risk way of achieving this objective.

While the French still bore the British considerable ill will for their at-
tacks on French forces earlier in the war at Mers El Kebir and Dakar, the
Vichy French authorities in North Africa might be reasonably amenable to
an explicitly American landing; perhaps they would even allow it to proceed
unopposed? As most of the personnel involved in TORCH would be from the
United States Army, it seemed logical that the commander in chief should be
an American Army officer, and the Allied leaders’ choice was General Dwight
D. Eisenhower. This established a pattern in which the Combined Chiefs of
Staff allotted theater commands to officers of the numerically preponderant
nationality and service. Given the peculiar political circumstances of TORCH,
the Combined Chiefs also chose an American as Deputy Commander in Chief
of the Allied Expeditionary Force: Major General Mark W. Clark, a practice
which was not sustained in subsequent Allied theater command arrangements.

In a relatively uncontroversial decision—since the British provided the
bulk of the forces involved—the Allied naval forces committed to TORCH
were centralized under the command of British Admiral Sir Andrew Cun-
ningham, who was directly answerable to Eisenhower. Matters were more
complicated in the air, however, where both Britain and the United States
provided sizable forces. Consequently, control of the air forces committed
to TORCH was divided between a United States command under Briga-
dier General James H. Doolittle and a British command under Air Marshal
Sir William Welsh. As neither of these officers was directly responsible to
TORCH’s commander, Eisenhower retained two air advisers on his own staff
—one from each nationality—to assist him. Thus, airpower for the TORCH
landings was not centralized under the theater commander’s direct control.

The command arrangements for air assets and existing United States
Army tactical air support doctrine were soon found wanting in North West



Africa. During the early days of the campaign, the Army Air Force’s tac-
tical assets were, according to existing doctrine as established in War De-
partment Field Manual FM 31-35, Aviation in support of Ground Forces
(1942), parcelled out to individual ground formations which exercised op-
erational command over their attached supporting aircraft.? These arrange-
ments resulted in piecemeal defensive operations while the numerically in-
ferior German air force was left free to seize the initiative by concentrating
against individual Allied units. The British tactical air forces allocated to
TORCH did little better, despite the fact that the Royal Air Force’s Western
Desert Air Force had built up a sophisticated body of tactical air support
doctrine that did emphasize the centralized control of air power. This was
to form the basis for a revision of Army Air Force tactical air support doc-
trine when, after several defeats, the Combined Chiefs centralized the total
air strength committed to North Africa under Eisenhower’s direct control.

Following the Casablanca Conference in January 1943, the responsi-
bilities of Eisenhower’s Headquarters Allied Forces were broadened to those
of a “theater” command encompassing all Allied forces operating in North
Africa or those that could have a direct influence on the campaign there.
Thus, General Bernard Montgomery’s British Eighth Army came under
Eisenhower’s command. The Combined Chiefs also created an integrated
Mediterranean Air Command composed of both British and American air
assets, under Air Chief Marshal Sir Arthur Tedder, which was directly an-
swerable to Eisenhower’s headquarters on matters relating to North Africa.
Under the new command arrangements, Mediterranean Air Command had
equal status with the ground forces operating in North Africa. This made
Eisenhower’s Headquarters Allied Forces, effectively, what in modern par-
lance would be called a “unified” command where all the services had theo-
retically equal status. This can be contrasted with the concept of a “speci-
fied” command in which one service is given exclusive authority for the
conduct of a campaign, while the others adopt only subordinate roles. In
practice, the service “equality” of Eisenhower’s command was attenuated
somewhat by the fact that while Tedder was responsible for air power with-
in the command, Eisenhower himself served as his own army component
commander, giving the land forces a measure of priority; this was a prac-
tice that Eisenhower was to continue as Supreme Commander in Europe.

Mediterranean Air Command included the Northwest African Air Forces
under General Carl A. Spaatz that integrated both British and American air
assets. Spaatz was theater air component commander both in name, and in
fact, in that, despite some opposition from Cunningham, he had responsibil-
ity for all air power within North West Africa.* Spaatz, in turn, controlled an
integrated Northwest African Tactical Air Force, again including both Brit-
ish and American forces, under Air Vice-Marshal Sir Arthur Coningham.
6



Drawing on his previous experience as commander of the Western Desert
Air Force, Coningham insisted that in order to realize the potential flexibility
of air power, and facilitate its concentration at decisive points, the ultimate
authority for the deployment of his air resources must be removed from the
ground commanders and placed in the hands of air force officers who would
then cooperate with the ground forces subject to the doctrinal precept that
the first priority for air power must be air superiority, not close air support.
Eisenhower endorsed this as the basis of air power doctrine in North Africa.’

These revised arrangements proved successful with Eisenhower declar-
ing that:
Perhaps the greatest advantage of our new orga-
nization was its flexibility. Aircraft of the different
combat formations could be fused in a single mis-
sion as the need arose and as a result the local com-
mander had for direct support the combined weight
of the strategic and tactical forces when he needed it.°

One of the factors stimulating the overhaul of command relation-
ships regarding air power in North Africa had been the American de-
feat at Kasserine Pass in February of 1943. The details of the revised air
command system were delivered to a board investigating Kasserine by
the Deputy Commander of the Northwest African Tactical Air Force,
Brigadier General Laurence Kuter, and, as a consequence, were adopted
as official United States service doctrine in War Department Field Man-
ual 100-20: Command and Employment of Air Power on 21 July 1943.

The authors of FM 100-20 insisted that a single theater commander
should be responsible for both air and ground forces. They declared that
air and ground forces were coequal, that tactical airpower must be placed
under centralized command and that a tactical air commander must be
able to mass his aircraft when decisive targets presented themselves.’

With his success in North Africa and his proven diplomatic skills
in fostering the smooth cooperation of Allied forces, Eisenhower was
the obvious choice for the command of the Supreme Headquarters Al-
lied Expeditionary Force (SHAEF) tasked with the liberation of West-
ern Europe. Given his own role in the North African campaign, Tedder
was also a logical choice as Eisenhower’s Deputy Supreme Commander.
His appointment reflected the importance of British forces and airpow-
er in the coming campaign, which would open with the amphibious as-
sault on the Normandy coast, code named Operation OVERLORD.

Drawing on the experience of North Africa, the Combined Chiefs of
Staff established SHAEF as an integrated, unified theater command which
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included a centralized air component in the shape of the integrated Allied
Expeditionary Air Force (AEAF) whose commander, Air Chief Marshal Sir
Trafford Leigh-Mallory, would report directly to Eisenhower. The AEAF
was, however, only a temporary expedient for the period of the invasion and
its subsequent build up. After its disbandment in October 1944, SHAEF’s
air forces were only centralized on a national basis with the RAF support-
ing British forces and the USAAF supporting the US Army Ground Forces.®

In any case, Leigh-Mallory did not control all the air forces committed
to OVERLORD. The invasion’s planners hoped to use the Allied strategic
air forces—RAF Bomber Command and the USAAF’s Eighth Air Force—in
the run-up to, and in immediate support of, the invasion itself. However, their
commanders were adherents of classical airpower theory. They believed that
airpower could win the war independent of a ground campaign and they did
not wish to see the strategic air war interrupted by “tactical” operations in
Western Europe. Only reluctantly did they accede to the use of their aircraft
in support of the Normandy invasion, and they succeeded in keeping them
outside the AEAF command structure. It was left to Tedder to liaise between
the AEAF and the strategic air forces during the air operations associated
with the invasion, a role for which Eisenhower believed him well suited:

Otherwise a commander is forever fighting with
those airmen who, regardless of the ground situ-
ation, want to send big bombers on missions
that have nothing to do with the critical effort?®

The command and control lessons arising from the United States’ ex-
perience in the Second World War seemed to be that coalition forces should
be commanded by an officer of the most heavily represented nationality and
service; that such forces, especially when engaged in complex amphibious
operations, should be closely integrated; that the importance of naval and
air forces in modern warfare dictated a unified command structure for com-
bined operations in which all the services were coequal and that all airpower
assets should be centralized under the authority of the theater commander.

The success of arrangements like those in North Africa and Europe, and
a quest for greater efficiency, were factors behind the movement for service
unification after the Second World War. Such a development found special fa-
vor with USAAF officers who, paradoxically, hoped to achieve independent
status within a unified military establishment, and while the Army Ground
Forces had protested the adoption of coequal status by the USAAF during
the war, they raised no special objections to service unification after it. Only
Navy officers were opposed to unification on the grounds that they believed it
would make the armed forces less, rather than more efficient, but their objec-



tions were overruled by President Truman. Consequently, the 1947 National
Security Act unified the services under the administration of a single National
Military Establishment—Iater the Department of Defense—Iled by a civilian
secretary. The actestablished an independent United States Air Force and a uni-
fied Joint Chiefs of Staff on which all the services had equal representation.°

With the outbreak of the Korean War, the Joint Chiefs of Staff established a
unified Far East Command (FECOM) under General Douglas MacArthur who
was also commander in chief of the United Nations Command. As a unified
theater commander, MacArthur might have been expected to have remained
independent from his three-service component commands, but like Eisenhow-
er before him, MacArthur chose to act as his own Army component command-
er, employing his Far East Command Staff—composed primarily of Army
personnel—in the additional role of a theater-level Army headquarters staff.*

During the early days of the war, the naval component of FECOM,
Naval Forces Far East (NAVFE), was answerable directly to MacAr-
thur for all its operations, including those conducted by its aircraft that
flew from the carriers of Task Force-77 (TF-77) off the coast. Clearly,
this ran counter to the Air Force’s belief in the essential requirement for
the centralization of air resources under a single air commander answer-
able to the theater commander. Furthermore, NAVFE pressed for the al-
location of a dedicated Naval area of air operations over Korea for which
TF-77 would have exclusive responsibility. This, too, was inconsis-
tent with the Air Force’s requirement that an air component commander
should be able to apply any and all air assets at any point of his choosing.

Far East Air Force (FEAF) commander Lieutenant General George E.
Stratemeyer requested that he be given operational control of all aircraft oper-
ating over Korea, regardless of their service of origin. MacArthur agreed and,
by mid-1952, after some debate as to what actually constituted operational
control, NAVFE complied under protest.? The situation was further compli-
cated by the addition of Marine aircraft in Korea. Stratemeyer insisted that
theseaircraft should also come under his control, butthe Marines putup afierce
resistance. They envisaged their air assets as supplemental firepower for their
lightly armed ground formations in their primary role of amphibious assault.
Thus, Marine Corps pilots were ground support specialists and their com-
manders insisted they should remain outside any centralized Air Force system
at the exclusive disposal of Marine ground forces. Ultimately, a compromise
was reached. Marine aircraft did come under the control of FEAF, but any sor-
ties surplus to FEAF requirements remained at the disposal of the Marines.*

Following the Second World War, the USAAF, and later the USAF, set
about codifying its basic doctrine in the light of its experience during that



conflict. The Air University at Maxwell Air Force Base, Alabama, became
the service’s doctrinal development center. Long in gestating, the first fruits
of its labor finally emerged after the Korean War as AFM1-2 United States
Air Force Basic Doctrine (1953). The drafters of this document insisted that
air power must be centrally controlled at the highest level of command, a
principle that remained fundamentally unchanged through three revisions
of AFM1-2.* Thus, according to AFM1-2 (1959), exploitation of the inher-
ent flexibility of air power, required that air forces must be responsive at
all levels of operation to employment as a single aggregate instrument,” but
the very flexibility of this instrument inevitably leads to competing demands
upon its services which might result in it being frittered away in piecemeal
effort. Consequently, “Command arrangements at all levels must be ad-
equate to preclude such wastage, which could be disastrous. In all aerospace
efforts—regardless of their nature or scope—segmentation must be avoided
by centralizing control of the aerospace forces that are allocated and em-
ployed.” Implicit within these statements are the notions that the single ag-
gregate instrument that is air power includes not only the “aerospace forces
of the Air Force—the fundamental aerospace forces of the nation,” but also
the air forces operated by the other services, and that as the air power spe-
cialists, such centralized control should be exercised by Air Force officers.¢

Success during the Second World War recommended the efficiency of
the unified supreme headquarters model where the commander in chief was
responsible for all military forces—regardless of their service of origin—
committed to a single theater of operations and in which all services have
equal status. The proclivity towards unified command structures was rein-
forced by the 1947 National Security Act’s establishment of the Joint Chiefs
of Staff, itself a unified body. While the supreme headquarters of the Sec-
ond World War were technically unified bodies, practice dictated that theater
commanders should be drawn from the numerically preponderant service
involved in any campaign. This tended to mean army officers and, more
specifically in the United States’ case, Army Ground Forces officers, though
there were exceptions in which Supreme Commanders were Navy officers.
Under no circumstances were Supreme Commands allotted to Army Air
Force officers, though they did fill the role of deputy supreme commanders.

The experience of coalition warfare in the Second World War sug-
gested that theater command arrangements should be as closely integrated
as national sensibilities would permit, while still leaving the United States
ultimate freedom of action. This had worked well between two technologi-
cally sophisticated and culturally similar countries like Great Britain and the
United States. Part of the reason for this success was the fact that Britain
and the United States’ contributions to the war against Germany might be
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said to have been very roughly equal, with Britain providing the bulk of the
resources at first while the United States built-up its war effort. Eventually,
the United States assumed the role of senior partner, but by this time the inte-
grated command arrangements were well established, and while there clearly
were serious problems between the western Allies at times, they must be said
to represent an outstanding example of international military cooperation.'’

In the Pacific, the United States so clearly bore the brunt of the war
against Japan that her preeminence was never in dispute, though the British
did bear primary responsibility for the South East Asia Command. In prac-
tice, because the balance of forces was usually in the United States’ favor,
American officers enjoyed a monopoly of the decisive theater commands
during the Second World War.

In regard to airpower, the centralization of air assets under the direct
control of the theater commander, exercised through his air component com-
mander, was a fundamental principle arising from Second World War ex-
perience. In practice, this meant a USAAF officer; and after the creation
of the independent air force, a USAF officer. This lesson was employed in
Korea where all air assets were eventually brought under the operational
control of an Air Force officer. This incurred resistance from both the Navy
and the Marine Corps. They had not built up their own air assets only to
see their operational control pass to another service. Centralization under
Air Force control was particularly offensive to the Marines whose air-
power doctrine stressed the organic nature of their own air assets. Having
lost a measure of operational control over their own airpower in Korea, the
Marines were determined that this should not happen again in Vietnam.

Another historical factor acting upon the command and control ar-
rangements for the Vietnam War relates to MacArthur’s performance as
head of Far East Command during the Korean War. MacArthur became so
powerful that he dared to challenge Truman’s direction of the war. While
the general’s insubordination eventually resulted in his dismissal, the af-
fair contributed, in no small part, to the Democrats’ defeat in the 1952
presidential election. Subsequent to Korea, it has been politically incum-
bent on any president to ensure that no military commander can become
so powerful as to believe that they can dictate policy in their own right.

Designed to render the services more efficient and less parochial, the uni-
fication authorized in the 1947 National Security Act, in some respects, had
the opposite effect. The individual service chiefs were to serve their parent
services for most of their careers before joining the Joint Chiefs. Loyalty to the
parent service was to prove, therefore, a difficult habit to break. Indeed, there
was little incentive to do so. The Chairman of the Joint Chiefs did not have the
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authority to promote or demote members of the Joint Staff who, on comple-
tion of their short tours, returned to their parent services. These factors tended
to perpetuate individual service parochialism in the Joint Chiefs, preventing
it from functioning as a military executive in the manner of a general staff.
Only the mediocrity of bureaucratic compromise moderated this tendency.'®

The process of unification also engendered an enduring sensitivity
among the services about responsibility for roles and missions. In Vietnam,
this sensitivity manifested itself in a series of demarcation disputes—in par-
ticular those between the Army and the Air Force over responsibility for the
close air support mission and air mobility.

CLOSE AIR SUPPORT

According to an agreement between Secretary of Defense James F. For-
restal and the Joint Chiefs of Staff, reached at Key West, Florida, in March
1948, close air support was defined as, “the attack by aircraft of hostile ground
or naval targets which are so close to friendly forces as to require detailed
integration of each air mission with the fire and movement of those forc-
€s.”1® This definition was to remain valid up to, and during, the Vietnam War.

From its inception with the formation of the Aeronautical Division of
the United States Army Signal Corps on 1 August 1907, the primary func-
tion of US military aviation had been the support of land forces, originally
by the provision of intelligence data from airborne reconnaissance mis-
sions and then, increasingly, by the provision of close air support by armed
aircraft. Suitably expanded, such tactical air support had been the prima-
ry function of the Army Air Service of the American Expeditionary Force
during United States participation in the First World War in Europe, and it
remained so for the Army Air Corps between the World Wars. Of all the
aspects of the new field of military aviation, tactical air support was, not
surprisingly, that which most interested the Army General Staff and, prior
to the Second World War, it was they who dictated official doctrine to the
Army’s air arm. Thus, the Army Field Service Regulations of 1923 empha-
sized close support of the land forces as the Air Corps’ primary mission.

However, despite the tactical nature of official Army air doctrine many,
indeed most, Air Corps officers came to hold conflicting views of the
best manner in which to employ the service’s airpower. Their vision was
shaped by the ideas of the classical airpower theorists like the Italian Gi-
ulio Douhet, the First Commander of the British Royal Air Force, Hugh
Trenchard, and the United States’ own Billy Mitchell. These theorists all
believed that the airplane’s greatest military potential lay in its use as a
weapon of strategic bombardment. This view of airpower as an offensive
weapon, best used independently of the land forces, became firmly estab-
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lished within the Air Corps Tactical School from the early 1930s onwards.?

As part of the expansion of the United States military establishment that
preceded entry in to the Second World War, Army Chief of Staff, George C.
Marshall, established the Army Air Forces on 20 June 1941. The new force
included an Air War Plans Division tasked with producing a plan for the em-
ployment of United States airpower in the European war. The Air War Plans
Division was primarily composed of strategic airpower enthusiasts who had
been instructors at the Air Corps Tactical School. Thus, the core of their mas-
ter war plan, completed in July 1941 and known as AWPD-1, was a strategic
bomber offensive which, the planners hoped, would bring Germany to her
knees without a land campaign. In the event that this proved insufficient,
the planners did also prepare for the air support of a ground war in Europe.?

Thus, the United States entered the Second World War with an air-
power doctrine containing two conflicting strands. On the one hand, the
Army Air Forces possessed a body of tactical air support doctrine large-
ly dictated by the Army’s ground commanders. In this tactical doctrine,
air power assets were to be divided between ground units and subject to
their operational control.?? On the other hand, Army aviators themselves
no longer considered tactical air support as the service’s primary func-
tion. Their views were reflected in the new strategic emphasis of AWPD-1.

While the actual detail of AWPD-1 was somewhat overtaken by events,
strategic bombing campaigns lay at the heart of Army Air Forces efforts
during the Second World War. Nevertheless, it remained necessary for the
service to provide air support to the ground forces throughout the war. How-
ever, as we have seen, existing tactical air support doctrine proved unsuc-
cessful during the early days of the Army Air Forces first tactical campaign
in North Africa. As a result, Eisenhower transformed the air support sys-
tem by placing the entire Army Air Forces’ strength under his own, central-
ized, control. The revised arrangements proved successful and established
the centralization of air assets as a key principle of airpower doctrine.?

FM 100-20 made clear that there was more to tactical air operations than
the close air support that was the primary focus of the Army Ground Forces. In
order to wrest the initiative from the Luftwaffe in North Africa, the Army Air
Forces had found it necessary to attack the German air force itself prior to con-
ducting other operations more directly in support of the troops on the ground.
Thus, air superiority over the battlefield had become the primary tactical air
mission. This was reflected in FM 100-20 with close air support coming only
third in the Army Air Forces’ list of priorities.* Furthermore, the manual
hinted at the extent of the Army Air Forces ambitions. The classical airpower
theorists believed that airpower was the decisive weapon, capable of winning
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wars independently of the other arms and therefore superior to them. The logic
of this thinking suggested that airpower should be exercised by an indepen-
dent air force. No such suggestion was made in FM 100-20, but the manual
did declare that the Army Air Forces and the Army Ground Forces were now
possessed of equal status, a claim that the latter arm found difficult to accept.?

Despite their greater interest in strategic air warfare, the Army Air Forces
were pledged to provide support to the Army Ground Forces. Their North Afri-
cancloseairsupportsystemwassuccessfully continued and refinedin Italy, and
then Western Europe after the Normandy landings. Different close air support
systems were, however, applied to suit local conditions in the Pacific theaters.

In the South and Central Pacific theater, the United States pursued a cam-
paign characterized by a series of amphibious operations against Japanese
fortified islands that resembled nothing less than siege warfare. In the inter-
war years, the US Marine Corps had carved out an amphibious warfare role
for itself, which it was to retain after the Second World War. Consequently,
the Marines developed their tactical air doctrine with amphibious operations
in mind. They came to envisage their integral air arm as flying artillery in
support of their lightly armed ground formations. Thus, the Marines required
relatively lavish amounts of air support compared to their Army cousins who
could usually rely on greater artillery support—standard Marine procedure
called for the support of each Marine division in the field by a Marine air wing.

In order to fulfill this artillery substitution role, Marine aircraft had to be
available to the ground commanders within five or ten minutes. Therefore, the
Marines adopted the standard procedure of allotting aircraft to ground forma-
tions on an “air alert” basis in which “cab ranks” of fighter-bombers would
orbit the combat zone awaiting strike requests from Marine forward air ob-
servers who accompanied the ground forces into combat at the battalion level.

By contrast, the Air Force tactical air doctrine, developed during the
Second World War, assumed the Army would normally use its own artil-
lery for the support of its troops in immediate contact with the enemy, re-
serving the use of airpower for deeper targets. As these would not come
into contact with the ground troops for some time, the Air Force consid-
ered that requests for air support could most efficiently be handled by Air
Force aircraft scrambling from ground bases rather than orbiting overhead.?
This would, of course, take much more time from request for support by
the ground commander to aircraft over target, than the five to ten minutes
required by the Marines. Indeed, it might even be argued that Air Force tacti-
cal air doctrine included little provision for close air support at all, since the
service deemed this more properly an Army artillery mission than an air one.

Following the Second World War, Army Air Forces Commander, Gen-
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eral Carl A. Spaatz, promised Army Chief of Staff, General Eisenhower, con-
tinued support in the form of a dedicated Tactical Air Command (TAC). This
command was established in March 1946. The following year, the Army Air
Forces achieved its objective of independence when it split away from the
Army Ground Forces to form the United States Air Force. Paradoxically,
this was a consequence of an act designed to unify the services under the
administration of a single National Military Establishment led by a civilian
Secretary of Defense. Under the provisions of the act, both the Navy and the
Marine Corps were permitted to retain their aviation assets while the Army
was permitted to retain, *“such aviation . . . as may be organic therein.”?” Con-
sequently, the various branches of the Army retained their organic aviation.

Simultaneously, with the National Security Act, the President endorsed
the supplemental Executive Order 9877 designed to specify the different
functions of each of the armed forces. The order specified exclusive Air
Force responsibility for “air transport of the armed forces, except as provided
by the Navy . . . for essential internal administration and for air transport
over routes of sole interest to naval forces where the requirement cannot
be met by normal air transport facilities,” strategic air warfare, air superi-
ority operations, air lift and support for airborne operations, air support to
the land forces and “coordination of air defense among all the services.”?
This did not prevent the emergence of friction between the services over
responsibility for roles and missions. The main areas of dispute at this time
were between the Navy and the Air Force over the provision of air transport
and responsibility for strategic air warfare, an area in which the Navy was
eager to carve out a role for its carrier air power. A lesser dispute devel-
oped between the Army and the Air Force over responsibility for air defense.

Concerned to resolve these differences between the Air Force and the
Navy, Secretary of Defense, James Forrestal, called the March 1948 Key
West conference. The resulting agreement, signed by the President on 21
April 1948, was intended to provide a definitive, comprehensive statement of
the “functions of the armed forces and the Joint Chiefs of Staff” which would
replace that contained in Executive Order 9877. Regarding air support for
the land forces, the new agreement provided a more detailed breakdown of
the actual missions involved than Executive Order 9877 had done. Under the
agreement, close combat and logistical air support to the Army was to include
air lift, support and re-supply of airborne operations, aerial photography, tac-
tical reconnaissance, and interdiction of enemy land power and communica-
tions. As such, the Key West agreement extended the definition of air sup-
port to include not only reconnaissance, close air support and air superiority,
but also logistical air support, support of airborne operations, and interdic-
tion of enemy land power and communications. All of these missions were,

15



according to the agreement, the exclusive responsibility of the Air Force.?

However, expansion of the Army’s organic aviation and the Army’s in-
creasing use of the helicopter were to engender friction with the newly created
Air Force and encounter obstructions from conservatives within the Army it-
self.** A key problem was that neither Executive Order 9877 nor the Key West
Agreement had actually defined what constituted “organic” Army aviation.

Air Force concern over this issue led to discussions between the two
services’ chiefs of staff, with the objective of more precisely defining the
roles of Army aviation. The resulting Bradley-Vandenberg Agreement of
20 May 1949 established the principle Army aviation functions as vari-
ous surveillance missions in the immediate combat zone, emergency
medical evacuation and limited aerial re-supply. The agreement also de-
fined certain aviation functions for the support of the Army which were to
be conducted by the Air Force. While these differed in some detail from
the Army aviation roles, they were broadly similar in many respects and
included medical evacuation, aerial supply and aerial photography.®

Alsointhe late 1940s, the Air Forceandthe Army heldtalksontheestablish-
ment of asystem for the coordination of joint operations. These talks foundered
because the Army insisted on ameasure of operational control of its supporting
air assets. This demand was especially unpalatable to the Air Force because it
contravened the principle of the centralization of airpower assets along with
the Air Force’s insistence that all such assets should be under Air Force control.

Army Chief of Staff, General J. Lawton Collins, reiterated his service’s
view early in the Korean War when he protested the coequal status of the Air
Forceand Army in close air support operations and called for the subordination
of Air Force aircraft performing such operations to the army and corps com-
manders. Furthermore, he suggested that the Air Force should provide each
Armydivision serving overseas with its own dedicated fighter-bomber group.®

In Korea itself, in 1950, the Army got to experience the apparent benefits
of Marine tactical air doctrine at first hand when Marine aircraft provided
dedicated support to Army units during the defense of the Pusan perimeter
and the Inchon landings, and Army officers liked what they saw. Drawing
on this experience, General Edward M. Almond, commanding the Army’s X
Corps, recommended in December of 1950 and again in July of the follow-
ing year, that a group of fighter-bombers be allotted to the operational control
of each Army division. However, in August 1952, Army General Mark Clark
forbade further Army requests for changes in the existing Air Force system
on the grounds that it and the Marine systems were designed for different
circumstances and that adoption of the latter by the Army would be pro-
hibitively expensive for any more than a handful of divisions in the field.*

16



Collins had even suggested that Army preferences should be taken into
account in the development of future aircraft for the close air support role.
This reflected another fundamental difference of opinion between the Army
and the Air Force: this time over the nature of tactical aircraft. As we have
seen, the Air Force held a broad definition of tactical air war which included
air superiority and interdiction in addition to close air support. In order to
retain the flexibility offered by centralization and also for budgetary consid-
erations, the Air Force’s preference throughout the 1950s and 1960s was to
develop multirole, high-performance aircraft that could seize air superior-
ity and then be shifted between the different tactical air support missions.
This inevitably meant jets, as they offered the additional benefit of increased
survivability in the ground attack role as a direct result of their high speed.

However, the acquisition by the Air Force of such jet multirole fighter-
bombers also resulted in some problematic concomitant developments with
regard to the Army’s immediate aviation concern of close air support. The
high speed of jet aircraft, which contributed to their survivability during a
ground attack pass, also reduced the time available for the pilot to visually
acquire the target, leading to a decline in the accuracy of the attack. Even if
the pilot wished to fly slower, the relatively high stalling speed of such aircraft
limited his ability to do so. Jet aircraft also tended to fly higher than the old
piston-engine fighter-bombers in the interests of fuel economy. This also led
to poorer target acquisition and, thus, lower accuracy. Fuel economy consid-
erations also militated against the use of jet attack aircraft to perform stand-
ing patrols over the battlefield. It was much more fuel-efficient to hold such
aircraft 