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Lessons of War: Vietnam

Spurs a

Armed Services Stress
Importance of Politics

By DREW MID;

The Vietnam war has de-
stroyed many of the armed
forces® illusions while stimulat-
ing a wide re-examination of
- dootrine and tactics,

According to scores of offi-
cers and noncommissioned offi-
cers interviewed recently, the
- services’ experience has made
them more conscious of their
role in contemporary America
.and their relations with the ci-
-vilian world, especially the
“media.

_Traditional practice, as epito-
-mized by Dwight D, Eisenhow-
-er, rigidly opposed the intro-
duction of international poli-'
“tics into planning and opera
.tions, and enforced this on a
-generation of officers.

But politics affected almost
reverv  nmeration  in Vietnarm
.from the seizure of,a village
-to the launching of major
ound and ai~ nffena’ves. and
-the services have drawn the.
“lesson. ' '
-+ In staff schools and in an op-
_nrational plannine at tha Pent-.
=gon, far more attention is paid
‘now than in the past to the
.political implications of even
‘the sanll~gt pyaseang gativ=is-

Meanwhile, strictly military
questions of strategy, tactics
‘and weapons are under micro-
‘scopic examination. The object

- Js to include the war’s exper-
<ience in planning and training
without falling into the classic
error of preparing to fight the
last war all over again.

Defensive and Critical

Service attitudes to the war
.are at once defensive and criti-
=cal, In some respects the mili-,
‘tary are tougher about their:
performance than their critics.
. Prof. Roger A. Beaumont,
writing in Military Review, pub-
lished - by the Army’s Com-
‘mand and General Staff Col-
lege, said:

“Yietnam, after all, had no
‘clear objective; a hesitant ap-
proach to the offensive; tangled
‘plans and support priorities;
solit command due to concern
for the Vietnamese political.
milieu; disversion of manpower.
and logistical support; ponder-:
“oug tactics usually devoid of
»surnrige, and leakv secrrity. |

Such criticism is balanced by:
‘service convictions that they;
“fought the war under severe,|
“unwise inhibitions. i

Officers are certain that the.
~war could have been won if
rthe military had been allowed

“to fight it without the restric- .

:tions imposed by the White
‘House during the Johnson Ad-
“ministration.

¥ Resentment and suspicion of
<antiwar politicians and the me-

‘dia, though strongest in the|

»Army, runs through all of the
“services. )

“ The former are arraigned. as
‘ignorant of the war and as en-
-couraging through their speech-
-es dereliction of duty, deser-
“tion and protest. The latter are
held responsible for an inac-
.curate, biased picture that
“stressed the negative aspects:
~of the conflict. 1
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Sweeping Review of
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- Faith in Bombing Unshaken |
Whatever the misgivings off

the Air}
sForce and Navy believe Hanoi |
«was brought to realistic negoti-|
“ation by the bombing and min

o

2ind:ividual officers,

cine  af Mpeth e me

“began on May 8 and that the
srenéwal of bombing, after the!
“breakdown of negotiations in!
“December, coerced the North
Zinto a return to the conference|

< table.

The Armv, vith few .'»‘.“"".Z‘N.-}

ves to claim, and those

“won and uncelebrated, emerges'
from the war less certain of the
“war’s lessons than the other’
.services, Sweeping reviews of
={actics and weapons are being
. in staff college
“classrooms and in bull sessions
“among Vietnam veterans.

'~ -Tanks were not a decisive
.factor in a war fought over
« difficult terrain against a mo-
“bile enemy. averse, until Gen.
~V. Neuven Gian’s unsuccess™
~offensive in 1972, to conven-!

{carried out

« tional warfare,

¢ As a result many young of-‘]
- ficers doubt the tank’s useful-
®ness in brush-fire wars and see
it confined to a general war,
“where its effectiveness may be
. ‘further restricted by new in-!
- fantry and air-borne missiles

..and cheap area weapons.

-+ Although the Army accepts
.‘the helicopter’s usefulness on
+the evidence of Vietnam, there
“fis wide and sharp debate over
- what this means for the future.
Gen. William C, Westmore-
+Jand, the former commander of
“‘United States forces in Vietnam
and Army Chief of Staff, be-
“lieves the helicopter will play
+-a major role in any future war,

“both as a means of

" port and as a weapon platform
" against tanks and infantry.
.~ An important element in TRI-
CAP, the Army’s experimental’
-triple capability division now
~trainine at Fort Hood. Tex., is
.a helicopter unit armed and

trained to fight tanks.

~ Roeservations About €onters
= QOther officers, however, have
$ PR 5

“gtrane cage frgtiane

_ helicopter as an antitank weap-

- on in a conventional war. They

«do not believe it would sur-
* vive in “a sky full of Migs.”

Rut the helicopter as a means

* of transport in a guerrilla war

fought over rough terrain with

equate roads gets an al-

- most unanimous vote of ap-

inal

“ proval.

The effectivenesg in guerrilla
wars of heavy, complicated in-

>s and Weapons
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~fantry equipment, such as big
‘mortars and machineguns, is
- now questioned by many offi-
~»@ers and noncoms. They urge

.and potential.

'by the use of sensors, they
:argue, only to lose them if
‘the electronic information is

ligh't, simple weapons and sim-
plicity and flexibility in tactics
against a highly mobile enemy.

The advent of the electronic
battlefield, with sensors and
other detection devices gather-
ing information and computers
recording and assimilating da-
ta from the field, was promot-
ed by experimentation in Viet-
nam. Here, too, earlier enthu-
siasm is dampened by methodi-
cal examination of performance

The Army has plenty of tough
pragmatists who are suspicious
of the accuracy of information
gathered by sensors. You may
save men on reconnaissance

inaccurate. :
. The Special Forces played an
important role in the opening
pha;es of the Vietnam war but
their importance diminished
when the war of the big bat.
talions began. The Special
Forces were the glamorous but
savle nTmo Cmann Maret nnits
who ranged the swiftly chang-
ing fronts and engaged in sab-
otage, raids and demolitions.
Role in ‘Nation Building®

Another of their functions,
now widely copied through the
Army, was “nation building,”
teaching the Vietnamese to im-
~rove such ronditions as ag-
riculture and saritation and’
giving them instruction in how.
to fight the Vietcong. :

Today, with many officers
convinced that the future holds
more guerrilla wars rather than-
major conventional wars, the
place of the Special Forces in
future operations is being up-
graded. '

More attention is paid to
their early cooperation with
local allies and their intensive
training in counterinsurgency
techniques, One lesson drawn
by many officers is that Viet-
namization should have begun
much earlier for both regular
and irregular forces and that
the process of turning over
command and control to Viet-
namese commanders shoul
have heen accelerated. i

The Army and Marine Corps’
learned anew the importance
of individual initiative and
small-unit operations. Many
young officers argue that even;
in a major war, units no larqer:
*han a battalion will be thel,
primary operational formation.|
American training, thev hope.
will take into account the possi-
bility of a period of “broken-
packed” warfare after a nuc-|
lear exchange in which only
small units would be viable.
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Young officers studying the
lessons of the war are aware
of the danger of sanctifying
them as doctrine. The war, they
say, was not fought by “the
book” except at higher head-
quarters because the book was
concerned primarily with fight-
ing the Russians in Germany.

Airmen Feel Vindicated

The air arm, the Air Force
and the Navy's carrier squad-
rons, emerged from the war
confident that their weapons
and tactics .had ‘been vindicat-|
ed despite American and inter-:
national complaints over
bombing. As evidence they cite
Cperation Linebacker, the offen-
sive launched acainst the North,
last May, and the series of at-|
*acks on Hanoi and Haiphong:
‘n December. ’ |

In that offensive, generals|
and admirals assert, they were|
allowed for the first time to;
amount a systematic, sustained,
attack against the enemy’s key|
industrial and infrastructure;
targets. :

Air power is credited, in the’
Pentagon, with destroying and
damaging more than 75 rail-
road bridges, - cutting all four
rail lines between China and
North Vietnam, destroying 10
per cent of the country’s
trucks, six major thermal pow-
er plants, many warehouses and
war factories and 20 per cent
of the storage facilities for gas-|
oline, oil and lubricants.

A detailed assessment of the
damage inflicted during the De-
cember raids has not yet been
made public,

In sum, the Air Force con-
- tends its weanons svstems, in-
Icluding the new laser bomb
‘aids and the so-called “smart”
bombs, paid off in war against
an enemy whose industrial base
and communications  were
strongly defended even by Eu-
ropean standards.

Losses, especially in the fin-
al phase over Hanoi and Hai-
phong, were 'serious but not
such as to force any reconsid-
eration of tactics, air officers
say. e

They point out, however, that
the losses were due almost en-
itirely to only one form of de-
fense, surface-to-air missiles.

What, they ask, would have
been the loss rate had the en-
emy deployed modern intercep-
tors with highly trained pilots
against the B-52’s? )

‘Career Admirals’’ View

The Navy experience, cen-
tered on the carrier strike force
in the Gulf of Tonkin, con-
firmed the views of the ‘“car-
rier admirals,” who see the air-
craft carrier as the most effec-
tive weapon to proiect Ameri-
can power and, hence, indispen-
sable to the Navy’s key role
under the Nixon Doctrine.

Navy iconoclasts argue, how-
ever, that the carriers operat-
ed in unusual circumstances,
without the threat of hostile
submarines with torpedoes and
guided missiles and few fast,
powerfully armed torpedo boats.
The Navy, they warn, should

sions from the carriers’ suc-

other close
They argue that surface ships,
not carrier, enforced the block-
ade of North Vietnam and sunk;

not draw permanent conclu-i:

cess in what was an unnatur-
al environment for naval war-
fare. ’ :
There is also a body of na-
val opinion that urges greater
study of riverine warfare and
support - tactics.

a high percentage of the 1,800
shallow draft craft claimed
since last April.

Adm. Elmo R. Zumwalt Jr,
Chief of Naval Operations, be-
lieves that surface ships forced
North Vietnam early in the war
to abandon supply of its forces
by trawler and sampan and
to use the Ho Chi Minh trail
instead of the sea.

Consequently, he argued, sea

power had a major impact on
enemy strategic|planning, forc-
ing North Vietnam to.use slow-
er transport of less capacity.
The admiral is also convinced
that the Navy must be better
prepared for riverine warfare
in the future and must maintain
ships and personnel for such
operations. ‘

State and Defense Depart-
ment officials have compared
the military experience in Viet-
nam to that gained by the
Germans nad Italians, and to
a lesser extent| the Russians,
during the Spanish Civil War of
the ’thirties.

American military men agree
to a certain extent. The war

gave a generation .of young

American officers experience in
combat operations at sea, on
the ground and in the air.
It enabled the services to test
weapons under combat condi-
tions. It stimulated thinking on
the conquest of problems in
the field of command and con-
trol in an electronic era. i

“The Russians learned some-
thing, too,” a senior air gen-
eral said not long ago. “They
know what the SAM’s can and
can’t do. They learned some-
thing about what air power
can do to their tanks. They
learned at Khe Sanh, at, oh,
hell, a lot of places, that our
kids “are pretty damn good
when the chips are down. Maybe
they'll think twice the next
time.”




