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T
he A

m
erican peo-

p
le are learn

in
g
, m

an
y
 w

ith
 su

rp
rise, 

th
at th

eir P
resid

en
t h

as b
een

 tellin
g
 

th
em

 th
e tru

th
 ab

o
u
t h

is co
m

m
itm

en
t 

o
f U

.S
. air p

o
w

er to
 th

e In
d

o
ch

in
a 

co
n

flict. M
r. N

ix
o

n
 ev

id
en

tly
 m

ean
s 

b
u

sin
ess w

ith
 h

is b
o

m
b

ers. H
o

w
ev

er, 
the spectacular air strikes w

hich occa-
sio

n
ed

 th
is su

rp
rise are o

n
ly

 th
e tip

 
o

f th
e iceb

erg
. T

h
e o

th
er n

in
e-ten

th
s 

o
f th

e m
o
n
ster are su

b
m

erg
ed

—
th

e 
to

n
-a-m

in
u

te, w
o

rk
ad

ay
 b

lastin
g

 o
f 

Indochina. 

F
o

r th
e
 la

st y
e
a
r a

 te
a
m

 o
f re

-
search

ers at C
o
rn

ell U
n
iv

ersity
 h

as 
been painstakingly collecting and col-
latin

g
 th

e facts ab
o

u
t th

e b
ig

g
est air 

w
ar in history. T

heir findings confirm
 

w
h

at w
as k

n
o

w
n

 to
 so

m
e alread

y
: 

th
e
 U

.S
. h

a
s b

e
e
n
 sy

ste
m

a
tic

a
lly

 
b

o
m

b
in

g
 n

o
t o

n
ly

 V
ietn

am
 b

u
t all o

f 
Indochina, 

T
he sustained cam

paign to interdict 
th

e H
o
 C

h
i M

in
h
 T

rail is n
o
t a

 surgi-
cally isolated operation against purely 

- m
ilitary

 targ
ets, as is so

 o
ften

 claim
ed

. 
In

ste
a
d
, fo

r te
c
h
n
ic

a
l re

a
so

n
s, th

e
 

g
ro

u
n
d
-to

-air d
u
el en

tails w
id

esp
read

 
attack

s o
n
 th

e su
rro

u
n
d
in

g
 reg

io
n
s, 

"p
ro

te
c
tiv

e
 re

a
c
tio

n
" strik

e
s, a

n
d
 

bom
bing of targets w

ithin N
orth V

iet-
n

am
 itself. E

scalatio
n

 is b
u

ilt in
. 

T
h
e tren

d
 to

 co
m

p
u
terized

 w
arfare 

increases rem
oteness and rem

oves the 
last p

h
y
ch

o
lo

g
ical in

h
ib

itio
n
s w

h
ich

 
m

ig
h

t h
av

e h
ad

 
a 

hum
anizing influ-

en
ce. W

ar crim
es m

erg
e w

ith
 w

arfare 
o
n
 th

e electro
n
ic b

attlefield
. In

d
o
-

ch
in

a h
as in

 fact b
een

 o
u
r p

ro
v
in

g
 

ground and the costly new
 technolo-

g
ies (o

v
er $

3
 b

illio
n
 th

ro
u
g
h
 Ju

n
e, 

1971, perhaps reaching $20 billion by 
the end of the decade) generates pow

-
erful new

 pressures for proliferation. 
T

erritories under enem
y control are 

su
b
jected

 to
 su

stain
ed

 b
o
m

b
ard

m
en

t 
to

 d
en

y
 th

e en
em

y
 th

e fru
its o

f h
is 

v
icto

ry
—

th
e p

o
p
u
latio

n
 reso

u
rces h

e 
h
as co

m
e to

 co
n
tro

l. A
n
 u

g
lier p

h
rase 

fo
r th

is 
is sco

rch
e

d
-e

a
rth

 
policy. A

n 
unspeakable price is exacted from

 the 
people of Indochina in return for "sav-
ing them

. 
T

h
e th

reat 
of 

retaliatio
n

 ag
ain

st 
N

orth V
ietnam

, en explicit elem
ent of 

U
S

. air w
ar policy, requires frequent 

saber-rattling to m
aintain "credibility." 

T
he cost m

ust be reckoned not only in 
th

e
 liv

e
s o

f th
e
 v

ic
tim

s b
u
t in

 a
 

h
ard

en
in

g
 o

f p
o
sitio

n
s o

n
 b

o
th

 sid
es. 

T
h
e C

o
m

m
u
n
ists, after d

ecad
es o

f 
stru

g
g
le, are in

 n
o
 m

o
o
d
 to

 b
e d

e-
terred

. T
h

e U
.S

. clo
ses o

ff its o
p

tio
n

s 
for m

ore m
oderate, politically oriented 

policy choices. W
e back ourselves into 

a co
rn

er fro
m

 w
h
ich

 o
n
ly

 a fru
strated

 
lash

in
g
 o

u
t is p

o
ssib

le. 
T

h
e tip

 o
f th

e iceb
erg

 th
at cam

e 
in

to
 p

u
b
lic v

iew
 in

 A
p
ril w

as sp
ec-

tacu
lar en

o
u
g
h
. T

h
e ch

aracter o
f th

e 
a
ir w

a
r h

a
d

 b
e
e
n

 c
h

a
n

g
in

g
, w

ith
 

B
-5

2
's d

eliv
erin

g
 an

 ev
er-larg

er frac-
tio

n
 o

f th
e b

o
m

b
s (m

o
re th

an
 h

alf 
a
re

 n
o

w
 c

a
rrie

d
 b

y
 th

e
 S

tra
to

fo
r-

tresses). 
O

n
e m

u
st k

n
o
w

 a little ab
o
u
t th

ese 
b
o
m

b
ers to

 ap
p
reciate th

em
 fu

lly
. 

T
h
ey

 carry
 o

v
er 1

0
0
 b

o
m

b
s each

, to
 

a
 to

ta
l o

f 3
0

 to
n

s, a
n

d
 sh

e
d

 th
e
m

 
rap

id
ly

 fro
m

 clo
se-fo

rm
atio

n
 flig

h
t 

at h
ig

h
 altitu

d
e. T

h
e b

o
m

b
s ex

p
lo

d
e 

in
 a

 d
e
n
se

 p
a
tte

rn
 c

o
v
e
rin

g
, fo

r a
 

ty
p
ic

a
l m

issio
n
 o

f six
 p

la
n
e
s, 1

.5
 

sq
u
are m

iles w
ith

 
150 

to
n

s o
f e

x
-

p
lo

siv
es. S

u
ch

 a B
-5

2
 b

o
x
 o

f d
istrib

-
u
ted

 to
n
n
ag

e is leth
ally

 effectiv
e. It 

is e
a
sy

 to
 c

a
lc

u
la

te
 th

a
t th

e
 b

la
st 

overpressure w
ill exceed 3 P

S
I (pounds 

per square inch) everyw
here w

ithin 
th

e p
attern

, en
o
u
g
h
 to

 k
n
o
ck

 d
o
w

n
 

an
y

 resid
en

tial stru
ctu

res o
th

er th
an

 
reinforced concrete. S

ix hundred 

p
o
in

ts w
ill b

e h
it d

irectly
 b

y
 b

o
m

b
s, 

an
d
 all lo

catio
n
s in

 th
e area w

ill b
e 

w
ithin 125 feet of such a bit. 
B

y
 w

ay
 o

f co
m

p
ariso

n
, th

e H
iro

-
shim

a bom
b covered 6 square m

iles 
to

 3
 P

S
I—

ju
st fo

u
r tim

es th
e area 



of the B-52 pattern. Of course there 
were radiation effects as well as blast 
at Hiroshima.. 

The nighttime retaliation raids 
against Haiphong and Hanoi included 
enough B-52's for three such 1.5-
square-mile missions. The Red River 
delta is the most densely populated 
region of Indochina. No wonder these 
raids, which included about 75 fighter-
bombers as well, caused a certain 
repugnance in the American public. 
In a saner moment such acts of retri-
bution would be recognized as es-
sentially un-American. 

But the tip of the iceberg is not 
all, and unfortunately we are less 
aware of the rest. Over 130 B-52's 
are now working in Indochina, com-
pleting more than ten such six-plane 
missions (or their equivalent) every  

day. The number of fighter-bombers 
is soaring so rapidly, both on land 
and at sea, that current figures do 
not stay current for long. America is 
dumping over 3,000 tons per day in 
this regular exercise. The dollar cost 
can be reckoned conservatively at $20-
million per day. But who would count 
dollars when confronted with the 
costs imposed on the hapless recipi-
ents of this cargo? 

The monotonous regularity of the 
day-to-day bombing does not make 
it very newsworthy. It seems pos-
sible, when the spectaculars have run 
their course, that the base of the ice-
berg will once more fade from pub-
lic view. Perhaps we should remind 
ourselves then, of the fate of the un-
sinkable Titanic. 

Raphael Littauer, professor of physics 
at Cornell, coordinated the first uni-
versity interdisciplinary research on 
the air war last year. It is published 
this month as a book, "The Air War 
in Indochina." 


