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. | The President and the Generals

i By JAMES RESTON
In announcing the with-
drawal of another 150,000
American troops from Vietnam
within the next twelve months,
-President Nixon said “this far-
reaching decision was made
after consultation with our
commanders in the field and
it ;has the approval of the
Govemment, of South Vietnam.”
The distinction is clear. He
“consulted” his commanders in
the field but didn't get their
“approval.” In fact, there was
bitter opposition to this move
both by General Abrams and by
the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and
the President is now caught
" between the antiwar elements
who want him to get out faster
andl his military chiefs who
wgnt him to slow the retreat.

The Conflict

is is one of those situa-
tions where it would probably
be wise to follow the Admin-
istration’s slogan: Watch what
we do rather than what we
say., “The main thmg is that,
despxte the expansion of the
war intp Cambodia and Laos,
despife the diplomatic stale-
mate in Paris peace taiks, and
es jite the warnings of his
advxsers, the President

himself to a flexible but faster
pull-back in the next year.

There are risks in this for
the President, not.only in Viet-
nam but within the Pentagon
and the command in Saigon.
For General Abrams is known
to feel that the President has
now reached the point of
changing fundamentally the
combat forces in the field with-
out changing Abrams’s mission.

What General Abrams is say-
ing is that his troops are being
taken from him faster than he
thinks prudent in the present
state of readiness of the South
Vietnamese and the widening
war by the North Vietnamese.
‘What the President is saying,
in effect, is what Senator
George Aiken urged him to say
long ago: “We've won, so bring
the boys back home.”

It would probably be a mis-
take for the antiwar elements
at home and the North Viet-
namese officials in Hanoi to
ignore this increasingly difficult

relationship between the Presi-.

dent and his principal military
chiefs. .

He has not said when in the
next twelve months he will cut
the 150,000 but he has imposed
his authority as Commander in
Chief on his subordinates. He

has given a somewhat rosier’

picture of the situation in Indo
China than, his commanders
would make themselves, and
therefore he is vulnerable to
«tht‘a charge — which President

Johnson would never face—
that he has given them an as-
signment but not the men to
carry it out.

The President’s Waming

This was clearly in the Presi-
dent’s mind in his latest report
on Vietnam. “While we are tak-
ing these risks for peace,” he
said, “they [the enemy] will be
taking grave risks should they
attempt to use the occasion to
jeopardize the security of our
remaining forces.. ..My respon-
sibility as Commander in Chief
of our armed forces is for the
safety of our men, and I shall
meet that responsibility.”

Here what the President says
should be taken with the ut-
most seriousness. For if he per-
sonally takes the responsibility
for withdrawing troops against
the advice of General Abrams,
and the enemy then launches
an' attack that threatens a ma-
jor military defeat or even the
destruction of Abrams’s com-
mand, it is not too much to
say that he will use any
weapons at his command—any
weapons—to avoid destruction
of his remaining troops.

Anybody who has watched
Mr. Nixon over the years is
bound: to- understand how  re-
luctantly he would reject the
advice of ‘his military com-
manders, how careful he would
be to avoid an open confronta-

~aged it only with the §

tion with them on a military
judgment, and how violently he
would react if he thought his
decision was in danger of pro-
ducing a massacre or.even a
humiliating defeat.
_ This is the new thingin the
situation. He has left " sel,f
some leeway to keep mosL of
the 150,000 in Vietnam H
late in the twelve-month pe
He has obl1que1y suggest
political compromise that w
leave the Communists j 'c.harge
of the areas they
and he has surrounés
with victorious rhetgric;"w! hich
his commanders dggié quite 'be-'
lieve and even resefit. ™
In short, Mr. Nixon is now
approaching that delicate point
of withdrawal which President
de Gaulle faced in his getreat
from Algeria. De Gaulle*' man-

difficulty, against the#‘
and, some thought,
of his responsible officéfs,
it was not accomplished witht
out revolt among the- ,bfflcefs.

President Nixon is:not face,d
with anything so seriogs as this,
but he is now coming’ to the
most difficult part of hi
and even - those w
.wish him to move f:
to give him credit for stnckmg
to the direction and:pace of his
retreat, even if hiscalls it :hy,
the name of victory.




