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ATR WAR COLLEGE RESEARCI REPORT ABSTRACT
. TITLE: The Linebacker Campaigns: An Analysis

AUTHOR: Warren L. llarris, Colonel, USAF

This reporl provides a general description of sewe of Lhe key events
which preceeded Lhe execution of the Linebacker bombing camprigns in the
Vietnom War. “Yhe ceport analyzes the policy options avallable to President
Nixon tn his attempt te cenclude the war. Further., the repert assesses the
two Linebacler operations from a pelitical and militarcy view. including

their plamning, execution. and impact en the North Vietnamrse yovermnent.
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1HE LINEBACKER CAMPAIGNS: AN ANALYSIS
Introduction

8y 1972 the wazr 1n Vietnau hacd dragged on for over eight Years. ‘The
war had been charactecized by a gradual., but massive bLuildup of U.S. forces
in which the 13.S. nad assumed respensibility for most wmilitary operations
against the Viet Cong and derth vietnonwse forces. AMAthowmt the U.S. was
actually wvinning the war €rom a mlitary standipoint, the howefront had be-
come increesingly critical of our involvegent in what was an extremely un-—
popular war. Both President Johnson and President Nixon had come under
tremendous pressure to end the war. To that end., the Nixon administration
initiated their "VietnomiZation® policy in 1970. The polic-y called for
the gradual withdrawal of U.S. combat traoops and their reelacement by South
Vietnameseﬂfércm. The idea was te allay widespread public dissatisfaction
and protest in the U.S. and to spur possikle favozal-)le reaction by North
Vietnam.l

In the aeantime, the Nixon administration was working hard to initjate
peace talks. With the North Vietnaamese insisting on a unilateral withdrawal
from Vietnam and nany other political concessions, however, early attempts
were ccnpletely unsuccessful. Eventually., secret negotiations between
Kissinger anst Le Duc Tho b<gan in Paris in 1970. For the next two years
the negotiations werc an intermittent precess with little proyress nade.
Wreen North vietnam iQiéiated a strongl, conventional attack against South
Vietnam in the spring of 1972, President Nixon intensificd air operations
e T e
wit_lg__q:a_s_s_i_v_? _ai£ strikes against Nerth Vietnamese ground forces and supply
lines under Operation Linebacker. This operation victually destroyed the

N i
North Vietnamese ground forces and ultimately brought the North Vietnasese
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back to the nesotiating table. but ence again, the negotiatiens stalled
;hen Ie Duc Tho reintcoduced a@arlier Nerth Vietnarese demands- Finally.
on 18 Dec 1972, Ninon executed Linebacker 11, a maximun BDombing efEfort
agalnst Hanoi intended to force the North Vietnamese baclk to the negutia-
ting table and a conclusion of the war.2

‘Ihe purpose of this brief case study is to analyze the U.S. eolicy
operations leading to both Linehacker dombing campaigns and Lo assess their
impact on the war.

Backgrowid

By 1968, the U.S. cenmitment to Vietnam had become considerabte, al-
though an exact formula for settlement or victory remained elusive. Pres-
ident Jotvison had hwoped that the Rolling Thunder air interdiction operation
would stymie the enemy's capability to fight in the south and would serve
as a means to coerco a sctticment to the war.3 Under Lhie shiadow of wogld
disapproval and the possibility of Compunist Cliinese intervention, however,
Roliling ‘fhunder was conducted under severe constrazints. ‘To avoid the risk
of r-uajor escalation, the U.S. followed a policy of gradual .esc:alation,
which, although politically prudent, iapased severe restrictions upon
operational ocommanders- The operations were controlled Efcom the tiighest
levels. Targets could be validated only by the Joint Chiefs of Staff (/JCS)
or higher autherity. Even when validated, targets ceuld not be struck
until autherized, and such authorizatien often specified day, time, force
structure, and weapo}'u'y. At the operational lavel, these restrictions
hindered the achievement of the stated aims. A 30 nautical mile (aM)-
radius ring asuwnd Hanoi and a 10 MM-radius ring drawn arcund Haiphong
delineated no-strike 2zones and SO gave these areas of war resom;ces
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sanceuary against strikes. A srchibition againsit wmining the harkors lefe
the major ports--Haiptwog, Hen Gay, and CAspha-- epen to foreign shipping.,
and through these perts cawee approxinately @7 percent of Nerth Vietnam's
external support.4 Admira). Sharp, then Cenmander-in-Chief, Pacific Cummand
(CINCPAC). stated te the JCS that “"unless restrictions against striking at
the sources were lifted and mining of perts allowed, foreign shipping

would continue to resupply the system, and the U.S_ air effort could harrass,
but not effectively deter infiltralion.”? In effect, these censtraints
provided the North Vietnamese ar opun-ended funnel at the tep, into which
they could pour the supplies necessary in their attenpt to obtain what they

needed at the Lotten——Seuth Vietname-regardless of U.S. interdiction efforts
against the lines of communications {{#Cs) in bebween.6

President Johason came to pelieve that perhaps a halt in borbing might
serve as the "carrot" which would ccerce an accoxd with the enemy. Thus,
he ordered the tetal halt of boabing over South Vietnam on 1 Novester 1968,
signalling the end of Rolling Thurider. The operation had accomelished only
one of three basic military tasks. Decause of the congtraints, it could
not reduce extemal military assistance, ner could it destroy in-depth war
materials. Rolling Thunder did harass, disrupt, and impede movenent of inen
and materials through southern Morth Vietnam and inte Laos and South Vietnam.
It made the North Vietnamese effort far more costly, time-censuming, and
difficult, but could only make a dent in the logistics £low. !

Two of the prime.political aims for Rolling Thunder failed to nater-
ialige, i.e., reducing the wili of the people to fight, and coercing the
Hanoi geverrewent to agree to nedotiations on terms acceptable to the United
States. A Rand Corporation stndy stated that:
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1The bonbing had imposed severe strains which were wanifested

most tangibly by the massive diversion of nanpower to wilitary

and other war-related unpreeductive activities. The cOuntry's

ability to feed itself in a long war had been seriously impaired

and there was evidence of urbkan f£ood shortage and increasing food

tnports. But there was no evidence of ¢ritical or progressive

deterioration or disruption of eccenomic activity.8

Althowgn the Nerth Vietnamese indicated a wiilingness to hegotiate
after the bombing halt, Chey nenetheless failed to nceotiale in yeed faith.
In fact, by the timz the Nixon Administration toek office, Johnscn*s bombo=
ing halt was three months old. AaAlthoush the intensity of the war in the
North had be n de-escalated on the streneth of unacknowledged “understand-
ings" witly the North Vietnamese and en the promise ef future talks., “not
a single substantive negotiating session had occurred." Nevertheless,
President Nixen and National Security Advisor Hency Kissinger held great
hopes for reachin® a negotiated settlement.?

Unfortunately, the 1968 Lembing halts pe:rmitteq an intensification of
enemy activities along its LOC's to the South. Relieved of the constant
necessity of rebuilding bridges. repairing road and rail cuts, and the
constant hazard of arwed reconnaissance overhead, the North Vietnamese
began funneling men and supplies Lo the South. Surface-to-air missile
(saM) sites were moved down into the southecwmost operational area of '
North Vietnam, into the Demilitarized Zone (OMZ), and even into laos. The
continuing U,S. interdiction efforts in Laos did not stop the infiltration,
for under cover of night, weather, and jwigle canopy, the Nofch Vietnamese
constructed new roads, trails, bypasses, and truck parks. With the three
and one-half y@3r respite provided them after the cancellation of Rolling
Thunder, the enemy had little difficulty in getting enough supplies through
the LOCs to take cdre of not only their immediaté cembat needs, but also
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to provide a massive stockpile of equisment in caches in the South. 10
- Prelude to Linebacker I

1he reason for the continued stockpiling in southern Norlh Vietnam,
the M2, Laos, and Camsedia {(even in the fasc of a de-escalating war and
the withdrawal of American troops} becaume abundantly ¢lear on 20 March
1972. On that day, North Vietnam turned the tow-key, "winding-douwn"
conilict into a ®rand new war with a massive, three-pron#ed attack sup-
rerted by ammor, artillery, and swface-to-air missiles. Before the
Easter weekend was over, twelve of ilanoi‘’s thirteen regular combat eivi-
sions were carrying out military operations in South Vietnam. ‘the
120.000-soldier force was equipped with more than 200 tanks as well as
mebile radar-controlled anti-aircraft weapens and portable surface-to-air
missiles. “The North Vietnanese invasion was timéd to exploit the adverse
weather rduring the trancition frem the nerthwcast to southwest monsoon
and initiated to enable Hanoi to strengthen its political hand in the
Paris peace talks.ll If the United States and South Vietnam were not
totally surprised by the attack, they had certainiy not expected its tim-
ing and intensity,1? In fact, for the first time in the long history of
the war, North Vietnam failed' to claim that this offensive was simply a
"concerted uprising of South Vietnamese patriots trying to regain their
own country from the American impzrialists." since up to 12 North Viet-
namese divisions were cemmitted to South Vietnam.l3

what is noteablxe is that North Vietnam had finally besun a conven-
tional war for which the U.S. and South Vietnam forces were better esuip-
eed. Due to the nature of the offensive, which Nixon termed "“a full-scale

invasion, *19 the immediate military objective was to deny the North any
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gains on the hattlefield and to prevent the South Vietnamese defeat. por
pelitical reasons, Nixon did not want to suffer a defeat and was willing
to take the military actton necessary, short of reintroducing American
ground troops, to validate his vietnamization strategy. In fact, the at-
tack tended to strengthen Nixen's resolve te preserve Soulll Vietnam. In
his Leek. Nixon says:

I viewved the Nerth Vietnamese invasion as a sign of desperation.

hey Clearly felt that Victnamuzation was working. [[ iL wvere

not, they would have waited and let it fail. I Felt that if we

could mount a devastating attack on their heme territory, while

pinning down their army in the South, we would be in a very gecd

position for the next round of negotialions.1?

tixon believed that halting the invasion, along with a massive coun-
terblow against the encmy homeland, would Coupel Hanoi to seek an accord.
Kissinger concurred with the President's asSessment, telling Nixon on
3 April that the United States "wouldlget no awards for losing with muder-
ation." Kissinger fFelt that the timing of the attack revealed much akout
Nerth Vietnamese intentions. With its attack timed at seven months prior
to the Presidential election, Hanoi aimed at a battlefield victory, while
pelitical pressures prevented Nixon from interfering decisivaly. However,
the unprovoked nature of the Communist assault provided Nixon with the
chance to retaliate with equal force-1©

To curtail the cnemy offensive Nixon relied on air power. About
70,000 Americans still remained (n South Vietnam and Nixon still wanted
the withdrawal of gxound forces to proceed on schedule regardless of the
invasion. Acoordingly, the United States rushed additional fightecs and
borbers to Southeast Asia. The total of F—4s in theater were increased
from 185 on 30 March to 374 by 13 May. Similarly, wetween 4 April and

23 May. 124 B-52s arrived at Andersen, bringing the combined total of
6



B-92s in Guam and Thaiiand to 210-—tore than half the B-52s camprising
Strategic Air Comand. Noting the influx of heavy tombers swamping Andes—
sen's taxiways, one member eof the 8th Air Force planning staff at Guam
observed. "We kept walting fer the northern end of the island to sink."17

Although the North Vietnamese ary attack was nearly successful. the
encny made a key mistake--they underestimated the vulnerability of massed
forces to air power, where tactical air is most efficient. Apparently,
they did not believe that air power, previeusly deploycd out ef the cormbat
areéna, could ressond and re-deployY back into the combat arena so rapidly-
Enemy LOCs were stretched to the point where one nust believe that the
enemy predicated & najor portion of his campaidgn on the assumptien that
his logistics flew would remain unbroken. ‘'iherefere, one has to assuine
that the North Vietnasese did not believe the U.S. would resume bombing
ever the Nerth, much less mine the harbors. 18

The major point in the critical early days of the battle, when the
North Vietnamese forces had great momentum, was perhaps best expressed by

CINCPACAF, in an interview given to Air force Magazine:

Initially, they overvhelmed the allied defenses. The great
unsung story of this invasion is the speed with which tac air
{tactical air) was able to respond. I don't think anykody can
deny that the reason why the invasien was checked and the
counter-of fensive became possible is air pewer, in the form of
the B-52s, tac air, the quaships, and the quided bombs_ 19

Nixen wanted air power to halt the enemy assault. but he also wanted
to carcy the war to the North vietnawese heartland. Thus, on 5 April 1972
American air forces initiated Operation Freedom Train adainst Morth Viet-
naniese supply cencentrations seuth of- the 1Bth parallel. Aircraft further

attacked the large number of SAM sites deferding steckpilcs just north of

the DMz, r~Altloush the invasion was checked and the United States effort

1



was substantial." a MACV study reamar<ed. "the fiow of persomel. supplies.
énd material did not diminish."20 14hus, Nixon concluded that to achieve
the aecessary military inp3ct, bombing "would have to be brought to the
enemy's heartlaind around the Hanoi-Haiphong area. *2!

Nixon betieved that attacks by B-52s with their 3@ ton bomb loads
would prove inore effective against North Vietnanese supply debots than
raids by fighter-sombers. Ia addition, using the giant bombers was, in
Kissinger's wocds, “"a waming that things migqht et out of hand if the
offensive did not stOp."22

Howevaer, the North Viethamese again refused to negotiate in gees
faith at a 2 May Paris weeting, with Le Duc The failing to respond to
Nixon's pe@ace proposals. "What the 2 May meeting revealed," Kissinger
later cominented, “was [fanoi's conviction that it was so close to victory
that it no longer needed even khe pretense of a nethiation."23

. After Kissinger returmed from Paris, he met with the President to
decide upon a proper cespnse €o Hanoi'’s unwillingness to negotiate.-
Both men agreed that only a massive shock could deter the North Vietnamese
Erbm their yeal of total victory. Ultimately, it was agreed that all
North Vietnamese harbors would be wined, along with the total interdiction
of the enemy‘s overiand supply routes. ‘Itws, on 4 May 1972, the Chairman
ef the JCS, Admiral Thowmas Moerer., was directed to draft the orders that
resulted in Upuration Linebacker I.24
= Linebacker I
Nixon announced the escalation in a television address or 8 May, the

carliest date Moorer had given for the initiation of mining. The Presi-

dent stated:



There are enly twe issues left for us in this wac. Ficst, in

the face of a massive invasion do we stand by, jeopardize the

lives of 60,000 Agecicans, and leave the South Vietnamese to a

long night of terror? This will not happen. We shall do what—

ever is required to safesuard American lives and American honor.

Second, in the face of corblete intransigence at the conference

table do we join with our enesyy to install a Cemmwnist govern-

ment in South Vietnam? ‘This, too, will not happen, We will not

cross the line frem generesity to treachery.

The Associated Press wvires quoted the Presidest as sayilw:

President Nixon announced Menday hight he has ordered entrances

to North Vietnanese ports wined to keep weagons and supplies from

what he called "the internatienal outlaws." Nixon said U.S.

forces have beon directed to take appropriate measures to inter-

dict supplies by sea. He said rail and other lines ef_supply

will be cut off, while air and naval strikes centinue.

One of Nixon's main concerns was the reaction of the USSR to the
announcement. As a result of diplomatic cemmitnications with the USSR,
however, Ni>on became relatively confident that Operation Linebacker -
wonld not provoke the Soviets. In fact, the public reaction of the Com-
munist Bloc to the anneuncemuiil was relatively Llow key. The Soviet news
agenCy TASS naturally accused the United States of *naked ageression.”
as did iost ether Cummunist countries:; however, there was no inmediate
respense from the Kremdlin or Peking. The North Vvietnasese and the Viet
Cong, in a statement issued to the press, assailed the move as would be
expected, while most Southeast Asian nations Praised it.%7 Accordingly,
Nixon informed Kissinger that., "I intend to stop at nothin® to bring the
enemy to his knees." FHe was determined to demonstrate that the U.S. was
"no longer willing to engage in inconclusive negotial:ions-"28 e went on
to say:

I cannot esphasize too strongly that I have determined that we

should go for broke. What we have got to get across to the enemy

is the impression that we are doing exactly that. Our words will

help same. But our actions in the next few days will speak infin—
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ltely louder than our words...
What all of us must have in mind is that we must punish the cnemy

in way$ that he will really hurt at this time...

The eneny has now gone over the brink and sc have we. We have

the power to destroy his war-making capacity. The only enestion

is whether we have the will to use that power. What distioguishes

me from Johnson is that I have the will in spades...

‘Me ex2culbion order for Opcration JL.inekacler revealed an euphasis on
attacking North Vietnam's war-making capability rather than its national
will. Linepacker I was more amkitious in purpose than Rolling ‘thunder.

Its objectives were to curtail the military resupply of Morth Vietnam from
extermal sources; to destroy targets throughoul North Vietnam which were
previding direct support to that nation's war efforkt in South Vietnam: and,
Lo restrict the flow of forces and supplies to the battlefield, thereby
rtnhibiting Hanoi‘s new-found dependency on advanced ceans qf wvarfare. The
overall objective was to reduce the North's desire to prolong the war ley
thwart.ing ite ability to carry out military operatienc and force them to
retumm to meaningful negotiations for a diplomatic settlement of the con-
flict. The Nixon administration shared President Johnson's view that U.S.
national ojectives in the Vietnam War were limited. Like Rolling Thunder.,
Linebacker I was not intended to destroy the Hanoi regime, to devastate
North Vietnam, or to compel them to adopt another form of govenment.m

Claarly., the mining of North Vietnamese harbors had a very significant
impact on cutting off the resupply effort and from external sources. General
John W. Vogt, Jr., bDemputy Cemmander, U.S. Military Assistance commsnd, Viet-
nam (DEPCOMUSMACV) for Air and also 7th Air Force Ceswander, was asked
“wWhat degree of suxxcess did the mining of the harbocrs have?" His aaswer:

I would say almost a hundred percent. They were reduced to off-

loading, as you know, fromn #hinese vessels. These were relatively

swall coastal steamers which didn't have too much tonnage aboard

10



to begin with. 1he iighter activity was a long and laborious
thing. They could do it only at night; they had to do it when
there was no Navy air around harassing them; they had to run
through mine fields with their lighters because we had a lot of
MK-3®s (magnetic influence and anti-disturbance fuse mines)
dropped in there. it took in excess of a menth to unload a five
or six thousand tog vessel. So. only a cderibble was coming in
theeugh that ar:ea.B‘L

Oxke the mining was conplete. a variety of tactical aircraft and B-S52s
began pounding targets in MNorth vietnam. For the meset part. the 200 daiiy
sorties included attacks on storage ateas and lines ef comuwiications.
Perhaps even nore iwpertant, far less regiricliens were placud on military
commanders in hitting targets. With fewer constraints, ereater fleximility

was permitted in planning an effective use of forces. General Vogt's

comients were especially telling:

We were not constrained. -In some of the sensitive oreas. for
example, I was allowed to take out all pewer {major electric
plants) in a very short time, with the exception of one power
plant and that was the thermal wower plant in Hanoi itself. But
al) the ethers we took eut. The Navy came in. %e sat dewn

here with Admiral Cooper and planned the campaien. He book out
those in his area and I took out those in mine, and we set a date
by which we wanted to aczmpiish this. Than we went to work and
destroyed them. The cumizative impact s«@s crushing. Lights
started failing., they started cutting off the fans and aircon-
ditioners up there, and the Dntassies were getting power one day
a week. Many parts of the city (Hanoi} had none at all. This in
turn impacted on the repair shops and the engine rebuild facili-
ties all around the city. The effect of it was dramatic...

‘e continued intecliction of the rail lines and the mining of the
harbers, Forced the enemy to rely essentially on his internal supplies and,
as stated by Generol Vegt. "...he was beginning to dry up."33

Evecy military cimwander interviewed was emphatic about the effective-

ness of Linesacker in achieving its three stated okjectives. Admiral John

Seth McCain., Jr., then CINCPAC, was interviewed by Air Force Magazine's

Senior Editor Edgar Ulsawer. He asMed the questien, "How effective is

>
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®peration Linehacke:?' Admiral McCain replied:

Operation Linebacker has been very effective in striking military
targets in North Vietnim and interdicting supply routes within
the northem area of that country. Sophisticated weapons have
knocked out numerous key rail and highway bridges. desi:royed
essential POL storage areas and war-making industries, and have
seriously disrupted the transpertation network throughoit North
Vietnam. 7This network is essential for the enemy to nwove sup-
plies and equipnetit to the wattlefields in the South. fihiis. in
conjuncliot with the closurc of North Vietnam's harbors anc the
encmy consumption of supplies in South Vietnam. makes the osera-
tion even more effective. The true impact, however, may be just
new being felt by the North Vietnamese Acawy. As their steckpiles
and caches and the comunication lines are disrupted, they are
finding it auch more difficult to effect an adequate resupply
from the Hanoi-Haiphong areas to their deployed divisions in
South Vietham. As the Lim: Goes by, thg overall effecliveness of
Linebaclter will be even more important.

By early June. the North Vietnamese offensive in the South was seri-
ously sputtering, proapting tlnoi to accept U.S. proposals for private
peace talks. But unlike pricr reetings, Nixon did not curtail the bewsing.
The President asserted atc a press conterence on 29 June: "It has always
bean my theory that in dealing with these very acagmtic men...who lead
Comunist nations, that they respect strength--not hHelligecence hut stcength
——and at least that is the way I am always going to approach it, and T
think it is going to be successful in the end."3°

While Nixon was responding to the North Vietcasese on the battlefield,
atteaempts to achicve a negotiated settlement went on. Tue North Viethamese
had net really changed their position since the talks had begun. Their
terms for settlcment demanded, in Kissingers words,

Unconditional strrender and political desertion....

Our unilateral exit was not enough; we had to engineer a polit-

ical etumover before we left, or else the war could not end. we

would have no assurance of a safe withdrawal of our remaining

forces, and we weuld not regain our prisoners. Our dilgg!r\a was

that Hanoi maintained this position until October 1972.
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Neithcey Nixon nor Kissinger was ever willing wo accede to Hanol's demands
6f unilaters: American withdrawa), particularly if it oednt sacrificing the
South Vietnawese govertmvmnt.

Throughsut the swewer, North Vietnam's willingness to enter productive
discussiens seemed to cbb and flow with tite tide of battle. As the South
made gains on the battle€ield. flonei s position at the bargaining table
began to accomeiate the American propositls. Onn 15 Septeraber, the day the
South Vietnumese recaptured fuang ‘1ri, the United States position was tne
stroijest it had been at eny time. By Octeber, Henoci had conceded neacrly
every point the United States had been won:;ng for since 1968. In fact,
Kissinger remesbers that Hanoi's concessions were even "better than we
had asked for.»37

Accordingly, Kissinger notified Le Suc 1ho that the bondbing would de-
crease during the final phase of naegotiations. On 3:6 OcLolber Nixon reduced
the number of daily attack sorties to 150 and restricted the scope of B-52
operations. After meeting with the North Vietnamese. Kissinger flew to
Saigon to obtain President Thieu's concurrence on the settlement. Thieu's
oppasition to certain parts of the agreenent, especially the provision al-
lowing North Vietnamese troops to remain in South Vietnam, caused Nixon to
request one additional seeting between Mo and Kissinger. "As a token of
good will," Nixon suseendud attacks ahove the 20th parallel. Lffectively,
Linebacieer I was terminated.

3 Results

The Linebacker I canplign differed censiderably from Jomson's Rolling
Thunder, particularly in terms of political and operational restrictions.
Nixon's decision to mine North Vietnamese ports removed the objections of

23



n_\ost commnders to reinitiating arn air offensive, although restraints re-
mained on attacking targets in the 30-mjle Chinese buffer 2¢0ne and ten
mlles from the centers of Hanoi and Baiphong. Ptoscow's low-keyed response
to the operation limited the extent of these restrictions. In mid-June
raids had occurred 15 miles from the Chinese bordev, and prohibitions an
attacks in the Hanoi-Haiphong area provued temporary. an Air Force report
noted that “the prevailing autherity to strile almest any valid military
target during Linebacker was in sharp contrast to the extensive and vacil-
lating rest.rictions 1n existence during Rolling Thunder Operatiens. In
Rolling Thunder, the White 1<louse-selecl:ed targets weekly, without eonsid-
eration for the weather over North vietnam. Only validated targets could
be attacked during the prescribed time frame, and most targets remained
validated only during the tire framec prescribed. If weather prevented the
attack of a validated Latyet, the target benerauy was not revalidated
inmediately; often it would disappaaz-' €rom the target :ist €or moaths.
Nixon and the JCS approved a master target list from which air cowmnders
designed and executed attack plans based upon pertinent intelligence, oper-
ational, and weather factors.39

Moreover, Linebacker I forces were not SO constrained, permitting
greater €lexibility in p.lanning and more e€fective use of forces. Targets
were attacked by system. Lor example, Linebacker I forces were able to
attack ail power sources in a x-fery short tie (with the exception of the
Hanoi themal piwermplant, which rexained of€ limits until Linebacwer 11).9¢®

Similarly, if Linebacker I forres were unable to attack portions of
a target systaom in one part of North Vietnam because of adverse weather,

they would concentrate onr those portions of the target system where weather
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was not a factor. This operational flexibility enabled Linebacker I pian-
ners to “play” the enemy defenses. During Rolling Thunder. repetitious
strikes on the targets validated for the week enabled North Vietnamese
defenses LO concentrate its forces to defend the target, once identified.
Ly centrast, Linebacker I forces ceuld attack targets in one area until
the enemy adjusted its defenses, then shift its efforts Lo a less-defended
set of targets.dl
Once targeting guidance was retaxed, the accurate application of the
laws of war were reflected for the first time. JTn contrast to Rolling
Thunder restrictions, which maintained the impractical peiitical restriction_
of avoiding any injury to the civilian population., the JCS instructed oper-
atienal cemwanders to exercise reascnable precautions to a‘'eid incidental
daieage. ‘This included damage to prisoner-of-war camps, shrines, hospjtals,
and third-country shipping. as well as incidental er collateral civitian
casualties and damege to civilian @rogerty consistent with strike Force
security. A clear distinction was made between attacks on the civilian
population per se, which is prohibited by the law of war, and incidental
injury to civilians working in lawful target areas or tho.se injured or
killed while taking part in the hestilities, such as manning anti-aircraft
defenses. Fixed targets in proximity to water control facilities, such
as irrigation dans or dikes, required s#ecial justification for validation
by the nominating authority. Stcike forees were germitted to respond in
self-defense to anti:aircraft artillery fire fron third-country shippimj.42
aAlthough Lincbacker I did not achiewe "the honorable péace" desired
by Nixon, the campaign was considered extremely successful by many. In
1972 Hanoi relied on North Vietnamese acmy regulars, backed by tanks and
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heavy artillery, to achieve victory. These conventional forces demanded
resupply. hewever, mining negated Hanoi‘s primary source of mmterial. With
no poSE€ibility ol resupply by sea. the Commuiists turned Lo stockpiled
goads and overtand transpertation. Deth souxces were vulherakle to air
power, especially becouse of technological improvements in erdnance.
Taser and electro-optically guided boubs wrecked the nortlwast and north-
west rail lines. forcing the North Vietnaese tO rely on im insufficient
nunber of trucks. Because of the l.inebacker opcration and the mining
eCforl, Hanei was undble to resupply its divisions in Soulh Vietnam. More-
over, the benbing and mining restricted all imports destined for Nourcth
Vietnam, and Hanoi found its populace in danger of starving.43

Additionally, massive U.S. air attacks in the South were instrumental
in blunting the three-fold North Vietnamese attack in South Vietnam. 'lhe
15 Septemser recapture ot Quang ‘Iri sigriailed the North that its érmy was
in danger of annihilation. 1In fact, while Hanoi continued to seek an accord
in October, the militaty situation dictated that it obtain a cessation of
hostilities as soon as possible. According to Robert thompson: - "For the
First time in the Indochina wars the coswumist side was being cowpelled to
negotiate in order to forestall the possibility of defeat .+ N

Most U.S. military chiefls helicved Linelxacker I was the primary factor
in forcing Hanel to make concessions at the negotiating table. General
William C. Westmoreland attributed the campaign’s sucoess to its intensity.
He camented: "thnl‘l’resident-_ Nixon decided to use eur available military
power in a mamer that t:rul.j; hurt North Vvietnam, negotiaticns k2gan to mmove
in a substantive way. w45 Perhaps the military's most representative
a;ssertion concerning Linebacker's effectiveness came from General Vogt who
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said "...after Linebacker I, the enery was suing for pedce. They were hurt
rcal bad. Mest of the inajor tarygets had been obliterated in the North. ..,
and they were ready te conclude an agreement." Vogt also ®elieved that the
United Stales halted Linebacker prematurely:

Kissinger and [« Duc '[ho got together and then indications

were that the agreesent wvas imminent. Kissincjer then inforised

me that he was geiog to order the boowing stopped in the Hanoi

area as a gcsture of good vill to spced up the signing ef the

agrecient. ‘'this was....in @ctotxxr L972. 1 protested cnd said,

“Yeut know our histery with Cemmnunists is of havimj to keep the

heat on them in order to €get them to do anythtiy. [[ you tale
the heat off them, they imay ncver sign.®

Albhouth air ¢operations did not cease entirely, the bomeing halt aecove
the 20 pmcallel provided the breathiiyy spell badly rieeded by the Morth
Vietnawese. They mmade the strate«ic decisien to prolonyg the war in erder
to gain a military advantage which would lead to greater political con-
cessions by beth the U.S. and South Vietnam in the Paris negotiations. They
redoubled their air defenseg in and around Hanoi-Haiphong, while working
to restore their war-waging capabilities. By mid-Oecember, for example.
tlanoi had repaired many rail lines to China and adjested its supply reuting
to compensate for the naval mine »lockade. 47

Although Linebacker I did not produce an agreement, it did incrcase
South Vietnam*s chances for survival. The operation helped weaken North
Vietnam's militacy capability. insuring that they weuld noL launc) another
offensive soo-n. Equally importar.i, Linebacker I servcd several militacy
and political purposef- They disrupted the flow ef waxr supplies supperting
the North Vietnamese invasion ef South Vietnam; warned Hanoi that if it
persisted in its heavy fighting in South Vietnam it would face nounting
raids in the north: and, demonstrated continuing U.S. support for the gov-
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erament ef South vietnam which. as in &vlling Thunder, would belstce its
will to defend itself. Furtherwore, these attacks were intended Le per-
suade Mescow to use its influence to encourage a pelitical rather than a
purcly military rescolutien ef the cenflict. Still, the bombing did not
end the waz. Nixon would gear the next round of Linebacker toward cornpel-
1ing the eneny to succogb to that goal.48

Linebacker II

during the negotiations. 1t euickly becawme cvident: Lhal Seuthh Victnamese
President hicu was unwilling to accept the terms of Lhe proxised settle-
ment between the U.S. and Morth Vietnam. Kissineger realized that Thieu
objected to the very idea of a compromise. Saigon "simply did not feel
ready to confront Hanoi without our direct involvenent." Kissinger points
out .

Their nighlirare was not this er that clause but the fear of being

left alone. Por Saigon's leaders, a cease-fire meant the depar-

ture ef our remaining forces; they could not believe that fanoi

would abandon its implacable quest for the domination of Indo-

chinz. In a very real sense they were being left to their own

future; deep dovm. they were panicky at the thought and too proud

to admit it. And they were not wrong.d
Thieu wanted total victory for South Vietnatn and now that Hanol and Wash-
ingron were so ¢lose to agreement, Saigon's pesitien could 1ot be recen-
ciled.

With a possible split between Washirkjton and Saigon, the approachiag
presidential clection, and the anti-war eood of the Anerican Congress,
Honoi Began to procrastinate. Kissinger warned President Niwon that the
North Vietaamese were “playing for a ¢lear cut victery through our split
with Saigon or a ncgotiated settlement.” Thus., U.S. courses of actien be-
came ere limitedoso
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President Nixon did not ignore Thieu's eencerns believing that a set-
;.lement mist include at least some of Thieu's demands. "If we could hot
bring about a single change reduested by Saigon," Kissinger observed, *it
would be tantamount to wrecking the South Vietnamese ,<;f.>verumcmr,.-'5‘i

Nixon's urging for a November settlement matched the ungency displayed
by Le Buc tho in Octolxr. The Prestdent once more relicd on the combined
use of diplemnatic and militacy pressure, ¢alling for B-52 ratds in t.he North
to force Hanoi's return to the uegotiating table. Twvo days later the Morth
Vietnamese agrecd to imeet in mid-Novenber. Nixon believed [.inebacker 1
was instrumental in forcing cencessions, believing that more beabing would
provide similar cresults should Hanol again prove intransigent. Jn the mean-
time, the President notified Kisstinger to suspend taliks for a week {f no
progress ooccurred. If that happened. Nixon “would be prepared to authorize
a lassive Mmhing strike en North Vietrmm."sz

Negotiations resumed on 20 Movember with Kissinger noting his adver-
sary was not the le Duc Tho of late sumsecr. relentlessly driving toward a
settlement. With the obvious concems expressed by Thieu, Tho continued
to “drag his feet” and virtually no progress was made. Kissinger depsrted
for Paris in early Decenber to meet with the tdorth Vietnarese delcjation.
Ie Duc Tho played a "cat and mousce* ¢ame by granting some concessions and
then raising objections to previously accepted a9reements. “lhis was pre-
cisely where Le buc 1ho wanted us," Kissinger coamented, "tantalizingly
close enough to an ag\reement to keep us going and prevent us from using
military force, but far enough away to maintain the pressure that might
yet at the last wmctent achieve Hanoi's objectives of disintegrating the
political structure in Saigon-“é3
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In mid-Cecenber the negotiatiens in Paris came to a quicK halt when
the U.S. found that the Morth Vietnarwese had included 17 changes te the
canpleted portion of the agreement and then refused to delete them. Mis-—
singer concluded that fucther talks were peintless and advisad President
Nixon that military pressure appeared the only opt:ion.54 At a meeting 1
the Oval ®ffice or 14 Decemwer, Kissinger saw two policy options:

‘I'aking a massive. shocking step to impose our will ef events
and end the wor quickly, or.... '

letting matters drift into another round of incenclusive neqo-

tiations, prolonged warfare, bitter national divisions. and

mounting casualties.>?>

when Nixon decided to use air vower, the question of hew qauch €o em-
ploy ‘was the mwin isssue. The President met with llissinger and tiaig to
resolve the question- Kissinger suggested a return to October's Linebacker
operations, while lJaig argued for larye-scale B-52 strikes north of the
20th parallel. Nixon agreed with Haig, comuenting that "anythil';g less will
enly make the enemy contemptuous." Where Linebacker I was primarily ained
at striking lines of communications, this operation would be aimed at de-
stroying North Vietnam's will. ‘lie President sought maximum paycholegical
impact or; the eneny to demoastrate that the United States would not stand
fer an indefinite delay in the negotiations. 56

Having decided on escalation. Nixon tumed to nis military chief to
insure that they applied a large-scale effort to the air campxii¢m dublxed
“Linebacker II." The President told Chaimean of the JCS, Adniral Thomas
Moerer: "This 1ls your chance to use military power effectively Lo win
this wvar and if you don't I'll consider yeu persenally cesponsible. w57

Linebacker II was initiated on 18 Decanber and lasted for 11 days.
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Althoucsh a inix bf aircraft were used duringl Linebacker II. the B-S2 was

the primsry werkhorse. The decision to use large nuwubers of the less
maneuv-erable B.52's in the face of a formidable air defensive environment
was based on their all-weather bombiky capability and larege pavload ca-
pacity. The monsoon weather alse contributed to the emphasis on B-52s
because of thweir all-weather. dayY or night capapility and less on fighter-
bombers which required day. visual cenditions. 58 Moreover, the ¢vidence

in Nixon's wemoicst tends Lo susgest that the B-Sa& were used as much for
their heavy firepower as for their potential shock effect and to sienal the
intensity with which the President intended tc pursue a conclusion to the
war .29

Linebacker II targeted “the most lucrative and valuable tarygets in

a8 b ran csvdw § sos Eiepce ~ O bsEw.rece0e - ’
Ao Mo bl 2o R e  .liS%es s.ssese

TGl A1 LALYELE] TENe moat luceative and vnluﬁbh&- ’&ﬂfﬂt‘[&’ lﬂ

W[ (}f Wé’fﬁ’a‘;?f.” ler'lough many of tlwse targets matched those attacked
I Linebacker I. the Linebacker II operation was not an interdiction cam-
paien. As ordered, the Air Force structured Linebacker II to avoid civilian
casualties, while irflicting the utmost civilian discomfort. "I want the
people of llanoi to hear the bambs." Moorer directed dMeyer, "but minimize
damage to the civilian populace.” B-S2s would attack rail yards. storage
areas, power plants, cowsmunication centers, and airfields lecated primarily
on ilanoi's periphery. Using smart bombs, 7th Air Force fighter-tombers
would strike objectives in populated areas. bMost targets were within ten
rautiaml miles of tianol. forcing its inhabitants to respond to each attacic.
B-52s would strike tﬁrou&;‘h.ut the night to prevent the pepulace from sleep-
ing_ﬁo
Results
From a purely military standpoint, the ogexat:ion was a smashing
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suecess. In fact, Admira?r Sharp called the operation, “a testinony to the
efriciency of airpower.®l puring the 11 days of mombing, ever 42,000
bombs were dropped with devastacing results. Most of the targets were
destroyed, domaged. or rendered inoperative--severely <¢rippling the war
making capability of the North. ‘lhe psychological effect that such con-
centrated attades preduced on the North Vvietnamese people and lcadership
was cqually impurrtant. ‘lhere was simply no respite for them during 11 days
of around-the—clock howbing. The shock effect must have bean tremendeus.

Although Linebacker II was successful, thecre were sew serious preb-
lems in the conduct of the operation, pacticularly in the area of tactics.
Tactics for employment of the B-52 in the mid-1960's were based on a rela-
tively safe enviromnent in South Vietnam. Thus, B-52 operations turmed
into an ®asseambly line® production and tactics becane very predictable.
B-52s attacked targets using the same procedures and the came routes day
after day. These sare tactics rem2ined relatively static during the first
cight days of Linebacker 11, where B-b52s were forced to follow the same
ocourse, holding the same altitudes and airspeeds. As a result, North Viet-
namzse SAM defenses were very effective and significant losses resulted.
Many B-52 crews were furious over SAC's refusal to allow changes in tactics.
They considered the tactics stupid, blaning SAC's failure in properly
plannineg the raids. Fipally, however, the SAC planners developed new
tactics which enmployed greater flexibility and surpcise. Oa 26 Pecexnder
1972, for exmple, 77 B-52s attacked targets over the North and only ene
failed to return safely.63

In a political sense. Linebacker II was also a remarkable success. As
a result of the severe punishment meted cut during the canpaign, the_l\brt.h

&
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vietnamese had a dramtic change of mind. For the first time in the war
the U.S. had used air power in a way that influenced the will of the North

Vietnamese to ¢ontinue the conflice. Thevy had been convinced that the war

was bzaceming tow costly for 1‘.luam.6‘1 Thus, llanel responccd tu Lhe U.S. re-

guest for renewed talks as early as 20 docesar and Finalized the schedule
within a woek—-on American terms--as the Lomks continued to £all.“? The
conments of Sic Rosert ‘Thempson, the former bead of the British Aavisery
Mission to Vietnam, wWere part.icularl)y telling:

In ay view, on Dec 30, 147Z, after tl days of B-52 attucks
on Hanel area. you had won the war. It was over! They

had fired 1,242 SAM's: theyY had none left save for a mnere
trickle which would come in from China. They and thei-
whole rear base at that point were at your asercy. They
would have taken any terms. And that is why. of course,
you actually qot a peace agree¢uvent in January, which yow had
not becn able to qet in Octoder, 66

Accordingly, the cost to the ©.S. seewed wort;.i-l the price. Durine the
operation the U.S. had loet a total of 26 aircraft, inciuding 15 B-52s.
Of the B-52 crew meawers lost., 29 are listed either MIA or XIA.67 But as
Kissinger points ow, "Linebacker II cost swch iess than the continuation
Of the war, which was the ether alternative. 8

Any other course would almest certainly have witnessed an
endless repetition of the tactics of Pecember. Faced with
the pcuspect of an open-ended war and continued bitter di-
visions, considering that the weather made the usual bowb-
ing ineffective, Nixon chese the only weapen he had avoil-
able. His decision speeded the end of the war; even in
retrospect I can think of no other measure that would ]1ave.69

In operation Linebacker (I, the U.S. finally tock the military action

S

consistent with the lessons of history. It cmployed a massive force struc-
ture with few rastrictive tules of gwagewt in a dicect, offenrsive strat-

egy to overwhelm the enemy's military and industrial complex and, thus,

its will to centinue the war.-
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Pespite the success of the Linebacker campaigns: several question:s
-1come to mi_nt For example, why did the U.S. wait so long to conduct a
decisive, stratesic 8-52 opecration against the Morth? The JCS argued
repedtedcly dyuring the Johmson adwinistration for a dramctic, Forcefui._ A~
plication of air power. Instcad tie U.S. adopted the stratejv of a “grad-
uated" military respmse.?. Similarly, one rwust aslc Why 1b ook The U.S.
cight yedrs to conclude that the Morth Vietnanese simply did not cespond
to the “carrot” approacn? Time after time the evidence sugyested that
halts to military operations faited to get the North vietnamese to negotiate
at the bvaoreaining table in good Ffaitti. It became obvious that the on)y
thiilg they responded to was the "stick™ approach--aggressive military
action. Nevertheless, we continued to employ the "carrot"-strategy even
after it had pruven grossly ineffective.

Moreover, one must ask what the possible eutcomc would have Leert if
the U.S. had continued Lincbacker II for another 11 days? Clearly, the
operation had brought the North vietnam:se to their knees. Their war-
weking capability was shattered and their economy was devastated. Almost
certainly, centinued berbing would have had them begging Lor a settlement
on practicaily any terms. Even after the success of the Linebacker II
operation, -one wonders why the U.S5. settled for a “peace” which was so
favorable to the Morth Victnamesce and ultinately resulted in the comaunist
takeover of South Vietham?

Perhaps there are aany answers to these questions. Admiral Sharp was
especially critical of the U.S. civilian decision makers for their "strategy
of eguivocation." He concludes that the administrations seemed to naively
adopt a cost-e-ffective, humane sort of strategy in dealing with the enemy.
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According Le Sharp, this "no-win® strategy ultimately erodod and destroycd
our national unit,y.-ll
Conclusion

Much has been written aboul;l the role of the l.inebacker cawpdigns in
ending the war. ‘hat anyone ceuld even question tie decisive nature of the
operations scewrs sucrprising. Clearly, Linebacker I was instrumental in
defeat.iy tlle Nortl) Vietnamese army during their large-s¢mle, cenventional
Faster offensive. Mereover, Linebacker I, along with the mining operation,
achieved its owjectives of severely restricting the XNerth's overland resupply
capability.

Linekacker II was even more successful. ‘I'his massive, strategic bomb-
ing strike hit the nerve center of the enemy in and acocuixd Hanoi. convincing
them to cetun to the negotiating table. Opecration Linebacker II damaged
or destreyed the war-righiing capability of the North Viotnamcec, but more
iayportantly, it destroyed their will to continue the war. As a result of
this campaign, the North Vietnamese care to terms &uickly and the U.S. was
subsequently able to pull out of South Vietnam. Thus. it was a classic
exagple of the use of a well-planned and executed military operation to

achieve a political go3l.
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