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. . 'l,iE I..INEBIICKER CJ\MPJ\!GNS: AN 1\NJ\I..YSIS 

IntrOduction 

By 1972 t11e wa�; in Vietnam had dr<:>gged on for ovet· eight years. 'll1e 

""r had bc:en char acted zed by a gradU<,l, but massive buil.du;> of u.s. forces 

in ,;hich the l}.S. had assumed responsibility ro�: most military opecations 

agains� �he lli<'l. Cong and Noeth Vie�c�ncse forC<'S. J\lchough tho U.S. was 

<tctually "inning the war from i1 military standpoint, t�he horuef�:ont had be-

come increasingLy cd �leal. or our invo.Lvcmmt in what was an extremel y un-

popular war. Both P�:csiclcnt Johnson and President Nixon had come under 

t�:emendous pressure to end the war. 10 that end, the Nixon administration 

initiated theiJ� "Vietn<lmization" policy in 1970. The policy called. for 

the gradual withdrawal of U.S. combat troops and their replacement by South 

Vietn�r�se forces. The idea was to allay widespread public dissatisfaction 

and protest in t�� u.s. and to spur possible favorable reaction by North 

Vietnam.1 

In the meilntime, the Nixon administration was working hard to ini.tiate 

peace talks. With the North Vietnancse insisting on il unilateral liithdra,.al 

from Vietnam and many other (X>.litical concessions, however, early attempts 

were ccmpletely unsuccessful. Eventually, secret negotiations l:Jetlfeen 

Kissinger and Lc Vue Tho began in Paris in 1970. For the next two yea.:s 

the negotiations were un intermittent process with little progress made. 

When North Vietnam initiated a strong, conventional attack against South 
� 

Vietnam. in ��e.���i ng of 1972, Pres�dent Nixon intensifi�� air operations 

wl�h massive air strik�s against North Vietnamese ground forces and supply --- · 4"'·- · · - .... .. 

lines under Operation Linebacker. 'Ibis operation virtually destroyed the 

'--· 
North Vietnamese ground forces and Ultimately brought the North Vietnamese 
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back to the nego tiating table. llut once again, the negotiations stalled 

when Le Due Tho reintroduced earlier North Vietnamese demands. Finally, 

on 18 Dec 1972, NixO•l executed Linebacker U. a maximum bombing effort 

against Hanoi intended to force Lhe 1\'orth vietnamese bacl' to the negotla

ting tab.Le and a conclusion of che •'<lr. 2 

'111e purpose of this brief case study is to analyze the u.s. policy 

operations leading t:.o both Linebc1cker bombing campaigns and 1:.0 assess the i.r 

impact on the war. 

Background 

By 1968, the u.s. commitment to Vietnam had become considerable, ;:�1-

though an exact formula for settlement or victm:y remained elusive. Pres-

ident Johnson had hoped that the Rolling Thunder air interdiction operation 

.liould stymie the enemy's capability to fight in the south und would serve 

as a n'IQnns t.o coe�co « ccttlcrncnt. to the ·war. J Unde.r 1..111:: sllcatluw or world 

disapproval and the possibility of Coomunist Chinese intervention, hovever, 

Rolling Thunder was conducted under severe constraints. To avoid the risk 

o f  major escalation, the u.s. followed a policy of gradual escalation, 

which, although politically prudent, imposed severe restrictions upon 

operational CO!t'lJBnders. The operations were controlled from the highest 

levels. 'l'argets could be vaJ.idated only by the Joint Chiefs of Staff (.JCS) 

or higher authority. Even when validated, tnrgets could not. be struck 

until authorized, and such authorization often specified day, time, force 
... 

structure, and weaporu:y. At the operational level, these restrictions 

hindered the achievemen t  of the stated aims. A 30 nautical mile (NM)-

radius ring around Hanoi and a 10 l't-l-radius ring drawn around Haiphoog 

delineated no-strike zones and so gave these areas of· war resources 
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,_.,mct-ui;ll:y a9a i.nst strikes. 1\ prohibition against. mining the> harbors left. 

ehe major ports-;-Baiphong, BOn Gay, and <:ampha- open to foreign shipping, 

and through the>se ports came <Jpprox.imately 67 percent of North Vietnam• s 

ext.ecnal support. 4 Admira.L Sharp, t.hen Cononander-in-Chie>C. Pacific Comrond 

(CINCPAC), stated to the JCS that "unless restrictions against striking at 

the r,ource,; were lifted ,,nd mining of ports aJ.lowed, forci.gn shipptnq 

would continue to resupply the system, and the U.S. air effort could harra:;,;, 

but. not effcct.ively deter infiltral.ion . .. s In cCCcct, these constraints 

prov lded th<� North Vietndmese an open-ended t'un11e.L at the top, into which 

they cou.Ld pour the supplies necessary in their attempt. to obtain what. they 

needed at. the bottom--South Vi etnam--regardless of U.S. interdiction efforts 

against the lines of conrnunications (l.CCs) i n  between. 6 

President Johnson carne to believe that perhaps a halt in bombing might. 

serve as the "carrot" which �<Ould coerce an accord with the enemy. 'l'hus, 

he ordered the total halt of bombing over South Vietnam �n 1 November 1968, 

signalling the end of Rolling Thunder. '!'he operation had accomplished only 

one of three oosic military tasks. Because of the constraints, it could 

not reduce external military assistance, nor could i t  destroy in-depth war 

materials. !lolling Thunder did harass, disrupt, and impede movement of men 

and materials through southern North Vietnam and into Lo-.os and South Vietnam. 

It made the North Vietnamese effort rar more costly, time-consuming, and 

diteicult, but could only make a dent in the logistics f.Low.7 

'l'llo of the prime.. political aims for Rolling Thunder failed to m.:tter

ialize, i.e., reducing· the will of the people to fight , and coercing the 

Hanoi government to agree to negotiations on tenns acceptable to the United 

States. A Rand Corporation study stated that: 
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The bombing had imposed severe st.r<lins which were uunifested 
most tangibly by the massive diversion of manpower to military 
a.nd other war-related unproductive activities. '!'he country ' s 
ability to feed itself in a long war had been seriously impaired 
and there was evidence of urban food shortage and increasing food 
imports. But there was no evidence or critical or progres..'>ive 
deterioration or disruption of economic activity. a 

Although the North Vietnarnese indicat.ed a lrillingncss to negotiate 

after the bombing halt, they nonetheless failed to nE.ogotlal;c in good fait.h. 

In fact, by the time the Nixun Administration took office, Johnson's bomb-

ing halt was three months old. Although the intensity of the war in the 

North had been de-escalated on the strength of unacknowledged "understand-

ings" with l:hc North Vietnamese and on the pc-omise of future talks, "not 

a single substantive negotiating session had occurc-ed." Nevec-theless, 

President Nixon and National Security Advisor llenry Kissinger held great 

hopes for reaching a negotiated settlement.9 

Unfortunately, the 1966 bombing halts permitted an int·.Pn.<:ification 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 armed reconnaissance overhead, the North Vietnamese 

began funneling men and supplies to the South . · Surface-to-air missile 

(SAM) sites "ere moved down into the southernmost ope.rational area of 

North Vietnam, into the Demilitarized Zone (ll'!Z), and even into Laos. The 

continuinq u.S. interdiction efforts in Laos did not stop the infiltration, 

for ur.1de r cover of night,. weather, and jw1g1c canopy, the North Vietnamese 

constt'ucted neW' roads, trails, bypasses, and truck parks. With the three 

and one-half year respite provided them after the cancellation of Rol.J,ing 

Thtmder, the enemy h a d  little difficulty in getting enough supplies through 

the LOCs to take c<Jre of not only their irnnediate combat ne�s, but also 
.... -
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to provide a massive stocKpile of equipment in caches in the SOuth.lO 

Prelude to Linebacker I 

The reason for the continued stockpiling in southern Nor�h Vietnam, 

the DI'IZ, Laos, and Cambodia (even in the face of a d e-escal a�i ng ..-,;�r .;�nd 

the lli�hdra1Ndl of :\mCrican troops) bcc<lr"" abundantly cle>ar on 30 March 

1972. On that clay, North Vietnam turned the. low-key, "winding-down" 

conflict. into a brand ne" •.;ar with a rrossive, three-pronged attack sup-

ported by arn10r, artillery, and surface-to-air missiles. Befot:'e the 

Easter weekend was over, twelve of Hanoi's thirteen regular combat clivi-

sions 11ere carrying out military operations in South Vietnam. '!'he 

120,000-soldier force was equipped with mot:'e than 200 tanks as well as 

mobile radar-contt:'Olled anti-aircraft weapons and port.able sut:"face-to-aic 

missiles. The North Vietnamese invasion was timed to exploit the adverse 

WA;1t.hP�· during the t.ro.ncition erom the norLht:ce:st to south\iCSt. rronsoon 

and initiated t o  enable Hanoi to strengthen its political hand in the 

�is peace talks.ll If the United States and South Vietnam were not 

totally surprised by the attack, they had certainly not expected its tim

ing and intensity.12 In fact, for tho first time in the long histocy of 

the war, North Vietnam failed· to claim that this offensive was simply a 

"concerted updsing of South Vietnamese patriots try'ing to regain their:' 

own country from the American imperialists," since up to 12 North Viet

namese divisions were cornrnitted to South Vietnam.l3 
� 

What is noteablc is that NOrth Vietnam had finally begun a conven-

tional war for which the u.s. and South Vietnam forces were better equip-

ped. Due to the nature o f  the offensive, which Nixon tenned "a fUll-scale ' 

invasion, .. 14 the immediate military objective was t o  deny the North any 
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gains on the battlefield and to p�:event the South Vietnamese defeat. fOJ;" 

political <easons, Nixon did not �nt to suefe< a defeat and was willing 

to take the military action necessary, short of reintroducing American 

ground tr·oops, to validat.e his Yietnamization strategy. In fact, the al.-

tack t('!ndcd �o strengthen Nixon's resolve to preserve South Vietnam. In 

his book, Nixon says: 

I viewed the North Vietnamese invasion as a sign of desperation. 
'l'hey clearly felt that Vietnamization WdS vo�:king. ll' iL were 
not, they would have waited and let it fail. I felt that if we 
could mount a devastating attack on their home territo�:y , �<hile 
pinning do'm their army in the South, we woulcj be in a very good 
position f.oc the next round of negot,iations.15 

Nixon believed that halting the invasion, along with a mssive coun-

terblow against the enemy homeland, would compel l�i to seck an accord. 

Kissinger concurred with the President's as!;cssr.ent, telling Nixon on 

3 April that the United States "would get no awards for losing with moder-

ation." Kissinger felt that the timing of the attack revealed much about 

North Vietnamese intentions. Nith it s  attaCk timed at seven rronths prior 

to the Presidential election, Hanoi aimed a t  a battlefield victory, while 

political pressures prevented Nixon from interfering decisi vcly. HO\<ever, 

the unprovoked nature of the Conununist assault provided Nixon with the 

chance to retaliate with equal force.l6 

'l'o curt.ail the enemy offensive Nixon re lied o n  air p<wer. About 

70,000 Americans still renra1ined in South Vietnam and Nixon still �<anted 

the withdrawal of gmund Corces tO proceed on schedule regardless of the 

invasion. Accordingly, the United States rushed additional fighters and 

bombers to Southeast Asia. The total of F-4s in theater were increased 

from 185 on 30 March to 374 by 13 May. Similarly, �tween 4 April and 

23 May, 124 B-52s arrived at Andersen, bringing the combined total o f  
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o-::>2s in Gudm and Thailund to 210--rnore than hulf the B-52s compdsing 

Strategic Air Conmand. Noting the influx of heavy bombers swamping Ander-

sen's taxiways, one member of the 8th Air force p lan ni ng staff; at Guam 

observed, "1\'e kept waiting for tho northern end of the i sland to sink ... l7 

AJ.though the North Vi.etname::;e army attack was neaJ:'ly successful, the 

enomy made " key mistaKe--they underestimated the vulnerability or massed 

forces to air power, where tactical air i s  most efficient. A(Y,)arently, 

they did not believe that, air pOI<er, previou:; ly deployod out of the combat 

arena, could respond and .;e-deploy back into the combat arena so rapidly. 

Enemy LOCs were stretched to the point where one must beli eve that the 

enemy predic<tted " major portion of his campOign on t he assumption that 

his logistics flow would remain unbroken. Therefore, one has to assume 

that the North Vietnamese did not believe the u.s. would resume bombing 

over the North, much less mine the harbors.HJ 

The majo.r point in the crit_ical early days of the battle, when the 

North Vietnamese forces had great rnomentum, was perhaps best expressed by 

CINCPACAf, in an interview given to A i r  force Magazine: 

Initially, they overwhelmed the allied defenses. The great. 
unsung story of this invasion is the speed with which tac air 
(tactical air) was able to respond. l don • t t hink ilnybody can 
deny that the reason why the invasion was checked and the 
counter-offensive became possible is air power, in the form of 
the B-52s, tac air, the gunships, and the guided bombs.l9 

Nixon l'ilr\tc.'<l air power to halt the enenry assault, but he alHo Wilnted 

to carr:y the war to the North Vietnamese heartland. Thus, on 5 Apdl 1972 

�rican air forces initiat ed Operation Freedom Train against North Viet-

namese supply concentrations south of the 16th parallel. Aircraft further 

attacked the la.rge number of SAM sites defending stockpilcs.just north �f 

the tMZ. "Although the invasion was checked and the United States effort 
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was substantial," a MACV study ren1arl<t!d, "the flow of personnel, supplies, 

and material did not diminish ... 20 'l'hus, Nixon concluded that to achieve 

the necessary military impact, bombing ••would have to be brought to the 

enemy's heartland around the tlanoi-:-Haiphong area ... 21 

Nixon believed that attacks by B-52s with their 30 ton bomo loads 

would prove more effective ag<•inst North Victmtmese supply depots than 

raids by fighter-bombers. In addition. using the giant bombers was, in 

Kissinger's words, "a warning that things might get out of hand if the 

offensive did not stop ... 22 

Howcvc:u·, the North Vietnamese again refused to negotiate in good 

faith at. a 2 Hay Paris meeting, with Le Due 1'ho failing to respond to 

Nixon's peace proposals. "What the 2 May meeting revealed," Kissinger 

later conuuented, "was Hanoi's conviction that it was so close to victory 

that it,no .Longer needed even �.he prAt-.Pn"" oe a negotiation ... 23 

After Kissinger .returned from Paris, he met with the President t o  

decide upon a proper response to Hanoi's unwillingness to negotiate. 

Both men agreed that only a massive shock could deter the North Vietnamese 

from their goal of total victory. Ultimately, it was a9reed that all 

North Vietnanese harbors would be mined, along with the total interdiction 

or the enemy's overland supply routes. .,,us, on 4 May 1972, the Chairman 

of the JCS, /\umiral Thomas Noorcr, was directL'<l to draft the orders that 

resulted in Operation Linebacker r.24 

Linebacker I 

Nixon announced the escalation in a television address on 8 May, the 

earliest date Moorer had given for the initiation of mining. 1'he Presi

dent stated: 

8 

., 



There are only cwo issues left for us in this war . first, in 
the face of a massive i.nvasion do ve stand by, jeopardize the 
lives of 60,000 Americans, and leave the South Vietnamese to a 

long night of terror? This '•ill not happen. �le shall do what
ever is required to safeguard American lives and American honor. 
Second, i n  the face of complete intransigence at the conference 
table do we join with our enemy to install a COI1'm.lnist govern
ment in South Vietnam? '11lis, too, ><ill not happen. l�e 1·1i ll not 

cross the line From generosity to treachery. 25 

The Al;sociated Press wires quot<.-d the President as saying: 

P�:esidcnt Nixon <'lnnounccd �londay night he has ordered entmnces 

to North Vietn<'lmcse ports mined to keep weapons and supplies from 
what he called "the internation<1l outlaws." Nixon said U.S. 
forces have been directed to take appropriate measures to inter
dict supplies by sea. He said rail and other li1ies of supply 
�<i.U be cut oCf. �<h.ile air and naval strikes continue. 26 

One of Nixon • s main concerns was the reaction of the USSR to the 

announcemont. As a result of diplom:�tic COIT1T1Unications lfith the USSR, 

however, Nixon became relatively confident that Operation Linebacker · 

would not provoke the Soviets. In fact, the public reaction of the Com-

muniet BJ.oc to t.he announceu.enl. wa:;; rela&ively .low key. The Soviet news 

agency TASS naturally accused the United States of "naked aggression," 

as did most other Conmunist countries; however, there was no irm�ediate 

response from the. Kremlin or �king. The North Vietnamese and the Viet 

Cong, in a statement issued to the press , assC!iled the nove as wou ld be 

expected, while most Southeast Asian nations praised it.27 Accordingly, 

Nixon informed Kissinger that, "I intend to stop at nothing to bring the 

enemy to his knees. " He was determined to demonstrate that the u.s. was 

"no longer willing to engage in inconclusive negotiations ... 28 llo wen t on 

to say: 

I cannot C!Jt'hasize 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 some. But our actions in the next few days will speak infin-
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itely loudc� than our words ... 
What <:�11 Of us mus.t have in mind is that we must punish the enemy 
in way� that he will really hurt at this time ... 
The e nemy has now gone over the brink and so have �· h'e have 
the power to destroy his war-making capacity. The only question 
is w hether we have the will to usc that power. l>lhat distinguishes 

me from Johnson is thatlhave the will in spades ... 

'!11e execution order for Operation Linebacker revealed an emphasis on 

attacking North Vi<)tnam's wnr-rnaking capability rather than its national 

will. Linebacker I was m:>re ambitious in purpose th<:�n Rolling 'l'hunder. 

Its objectives were to curt<�il the military resupply of North Vietnam from 

external sources; to destroy t;:u:gets thr-oughout North Vietnam which were 

providing direct support to that nation's war effort in SOuth Vietnam; and, 

to restrict the flow of forces and supplies to the battlefield, thereby 

inhibiting Hanoi's new-found dependency on advanced means of warfare. The 

overall objective was to reduce the North's desire to prolong the wa� by 

thwa�t.in<J i 1'.« ;,bility to ca�.-y out military opot'ations and force t;hem to 

return to meaningful negotiations for a diplomatic settlement of the con-

flict. The Nixon administration shared President Johnson's view that u:s. 

national objectives in the Vietnam War were limited. Like Rolling Thunder , 

Linebacker I was not i ntended to destr oy the Hanoi regi me, to devastate 

North Vietnam, or to compel them to adopt another form of government.30 

Clearly, 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, J � . ,  Deputy CO<"nandec, u.s. Military Assistunce command, Viet-
� 

nam {DEPCOMl.JSMJICV) for Air and also 7th Air Force Cocrmander, was asked 

"What degree of success did the mining of the harbocs have?" His answec: 

I wouJ.d say almost a hundred percent. They wer� reduced to off
loading, as you know, from 01inese vessels. These were relatively 
small coastal steamers which didn't have too much tonnage aboard 
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to begin with. 'l'he lighter a,;tivity was a long and 1aboriou"' 
thing. They could do it only at night: they had to do it vhen 
there was no Navy air around harassing them: they had to run 
through mine fields with their lightecs because we had a lot of 
MK-36s (magnetic influence and anti-disturb<'\nce fu'>e mines) 
dt"opped in there. It took in excess or. a month to unlo<�cl ::t five 
or six thousand ton vessel. So, only a dribble vas coming in 
through that area. 31 

Once the mining was complete. a variety of tactical aircraft and B-52s 

began pounding t.:lrgel.s in North Vietnam. For tho most part, the 200 daily 

sorties included attacks on storage c1reas and lines of conunwalcati.ons. 

Per.hups even more lmportnnt, far .tess restcict.i.ons were placed on military 

commanders in hitt ing �.<�rgets. l"ith Cet�er constt'aints, greater flexibility 

was pcnnitted in planning an effective usc of forces. General Vogt•s 

comments were especially telling: 

hie •·•ere not constrained. ·In some of the sensiti ve orcas, for 
example, I was allowed to take out .!!!!, power (major olcccric 
plants) in <:1 ver y short time, with the exception of one power 
plane and thut was the thennal power plant in Hanoi itself. But· 
all the others we 'tool<: out. The Navy ca'me in. 1·/e sac down 
here with 1\dmiral Cooper and planned the campaign. He took out 
those in his area and I took out those in mine, and we set a elate 
by which we wanted to accomplish this. Then we went to work and 
destroyed them. The cumulative impact was crushing. Lights 
started failing, they started cutting off the fans and aircon
ditioners up there, and the Embassies were getting power one day 
a week. Many parts of the city (Hanoi) had none a t  all. ,,,is in 
turn impacted on the repair shops and the engine rebuild fajili
ties all around the city. The effect of it was dramatic . .. 2 

'l11e continued interdiction of tho rail lines and the mining of the 

harbot's, forced the enemy to t'ely essenti<�lly on his internal supplies and, 

as stated by Ccncrol Vogt, " ... he vas beginning to dry up ... 33 

Every militnry OOnna.nder intervie"'ed was emphatic about the effective-

ness of Lineback er in achievin g  its three stated objectives. Admiral John 

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

Senior Editor Edgar Ulsamer. He asked the quest,ion, "How effective is 
' .. 
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Operation Linebilcl<:e�:'?" Admiral McCain replied: . 
Operation LinebacKer has been ver:y effective in striKing milita�:y 
targets in North Vietn<�m and interdicting supply routes within 
the northern area of that country. SOphisticated we<�poos have 
l<:noc:k<.'CI out numerous key r:ail. and highway bridges, dcst.royed 
essential POL storage areas and war-mlll<:ing indust�:ies, and have 
seriously disr:upted the t.ransportdtion network: throughout North 
Vietnarn. 1'his network is essential for the enemy to 111ove ,;up
plies illlel <:quipment to the battlefields in the SOuth. This, ln 

conjunct ion wi. th the closure of North Vietnam• s harbors ancl the 
enemy consumption or supplies in SOuth Vietnam, make!; the opera
tion even more effective. The true impact, hOI>evcr. may be just 
no•· being felt. by the North Vietnamese 1\rrrry. As their st.oc:kpilcs 
and caches and the cormtunication lines arc disrupted, they are 
finding it much more difficult to effect an adequate resupply 
from the Hanoi-Haiph•)ng areas to their deployed divisions in 
South Vietnam. As the t.i.rne goes by, tlt\,! overall effectiveness of 

Linebacl<er will be even mor:e important. 34 

By early Jun,;,, the North Vietnamese offensive in the South was seri-

ously sputtering, pr:ompting llanoi to accept u.s. proposals for private 

peace talks. But unlike pdcr meetings, Nixon did not curtail the bornbing. 

The Pr.,:sluttnt dssert.ed ac a press !=Qnterencc on 29 June: "It has always 

been my theory that in dealing with these very pragmatic men ... >mo lead 

Communist nations, that they respect strength--not belligerence but strength 

--and at le/lst that. is the wuy I am always going to approach it , and I 

think it is going to be successful in the end ... 35 

1-lhile Nixon was respOnding to the North Vietnamese on the battlefield, 

attempts to achieve a negotiated settlement went on. The North Vietnamese 

had not rea.lly changed their position since the tall<:s had begun. Their 

terms for setttcn�nt demanded, in Kissingers words, 

Unconditional surrender and political desertion .... 
Our unilateral exit was not enough; we had to engineer a polit
ical turnover 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 would not regain our prisoners. Our dil�� •�s 
that lianoi maintained this position unti·l October 1972. 
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Nei the..- Nixon no..- Kissinger was eve..- willing �o a=ede to Hanoi's derronds 

of anilaterill JIJOOrican withdrawaJ, particularly if it oreant sacrificing the 

South Vietn<:>mese government. 

'lllroughout the SWllllCr, No�:th Vietnam's villingness to enter productive 

discussions scerned to ebb and now >�ith t-he tide of battle. lis the South 

made gains on the battleCield, ll<�noi's posicion at the bargaining table 

beg'"' Lo ac:c.:'Omodate the An1edcan propos.1ls. On 15 SeptC!nber, the day the 

South Vietno�mcse recaptured Quang 't'c-i, the United States position W<>S the 

strongest it had been at any time. By October, Hanoi had conceded ncac-ly 

every point the United States had been worKing for since 1968. In fact, 

Kissinger remembers that Hanoi's concessions were even "better than we 

had asl<ed for. "37 

Accordingly, Kissinger notified Lc Due 'l'ho that the bombing would de

crease during the final phase of nogot.lotion::>. On 16 Oct-at,.,• Nixon reduced 

the number of daily attack sorties to 150 and restricted the scope of B-52 

operations. After meeting �fi th the North Vietnamese, Kissinger flew to 

Saigon to obtain President Thieu's concuc-c-ence on the settlement. �'hieu•s 

opposition to certain parts of the agreement, especi all y the pc-ovision al

lowing Nort h Vietnamese troops to remain in South Vietnam, caused Nixon to 

request one additional meeting between 'l'ho and Kissinger. "As a toKen of 

good will," Nixon suspended attacks above the 20th parallel. 8ffecti.vely, 

Linebacker I was terminated. 

ResuJ.ts 

The L inebacker I campaign differed considerably from Johnson's Rolling 

'l'hunclcr, particularly in terms of political and operational restrictions. 

Nixon's decision to mine North Vietnamese ports removed the objections __ of 
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most colllln<>lldcrs to reinitiating an air offensive, although restraints re-

mained on attacking targets in the 30-mile Chinese buffer zone and ten 

miles from the centers of llanoi and Haiphong. �loscow• s  low-keyed response 

to the operation limited the extent of these restrictions. In mid-June 

raids had occurred 15 miles fr.om the Chinese bordec, and prohibitions on 

attacl<s in l;he Hanoi-Haiphong area pt·ovcd temporary. An Air l."orce report 

noted that "the prevailing authority to »trike almost any valid military 

target during l-inebacker was in sharp contrast to the extensive and vacil-

lating resr.rictions in existence during !lolling Thunder Operations. In 

Rolling Thunder, the White llouse selected targets weekl)', without consid-

er:at.ion for the weather over North Vietnam. Only validated targets could 

be attacked du�ing the prescribed time frame, and most targets remained 

validated only during the time frame prescribed. If weather prevented the 

attack of a validaLed �y�t, the target generally was not revalidated 

immediately; often i t  would disappear from the target list for I!X)nths. 

Nixon and the JCS approved a master target list from which air corrmanders 

designed and executed attack plans based upon pertinent intelligence, oper

ational, and weather factors.39 

�reover, Linebacker I forces were not so constrained, permitting 

greater flexibility in planning and nvre effective use of forces. Targets 

were attacked by system. for example, Linebac.:ker I forces wet·e able to 

attack all power sources in a very short time (with the exception of the 

Hanoi thermal power plant, which remained off limits until Linebacker II). 40 

Similarly, if Linebacker I forces were unable to attaCk portions of 

a target system in one part of North Vietnam because of adverse weather, , 

they would concentrate on those portions of the targe·t system where weather 
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was not d factor. This opera tiona� flexibilicy enabled Linebacker I plan

ners to "play" the enemy defenses. During Rolling Thunder, repetitious 

strikes on the targets validated for the week enabled North Vietnamese 

defenses to concentrate its forces to defend the target, once identified . 

lly contrast, Lincb.lcker I forces c.-ou Ld attacK ta.rqets in one c�rea. until 

the enerny adjusted its <;!efenses, then shift its efforts to a lcs=:-defendt'<l 

set oE targets.41 

Utcc targeting guidance was relaxed, the accurate application of the 

laws of war were refLected for the first time. In contrast to Ho!ling 

1'hwlder restrictions, which maintained the impractical political restriction 

of avoiding any injury to the civilian population, the JCS �nstructed oper

ational commanders to exercise reasonable precautions to avoid incidental 

damage. 'n1is included damage to prisoner-of-war camps, shrines, hospitals, 

and third-country shipping, as well �� incidental or coll�tcr�� civilian 

casualties and ctamage to civilian property consistent with strike force 

security. /\ 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 i n  lawful target areas or those injured or 

killed while taking part in the hostilities, such as manning anti-aircraft 

defenses. Fixed targets in proximity to water control facilities. such 

<lS irrigation dams or dikes, required spc.-cial justification for validation 

by the nominating authority. Strike forces were permitted to ·respond in 

self-defense to anti.::aircraft artillery fire from third-country shipping.42 

Although Linebacker I did not achieve "the honorable peace" desired 

by Ni.J<on, the campaign was considered extrerooly successful by many. In 

1972 Hanoi relied on North Vietnamese army regulars, backed by tankS �d 
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heavy artillery, to achieve victory. These conventional forces demanded 

resupply, however, mining negated Hanoi • s primary source of material . With 

no possibility of resupply by sea, the Communists turned �o stockpiled 

goods and overland t.rnnsportation. l'loth sources wet"e vulnerabLe to air 

power. especial ly because of technological improvements ln ordnance. 

Laser and electro optically guided bombs wrecked the northeast and north-

west rai.L lines, forclng t.he North Vietnamese to rely on nn insufeicient 

number of twcks. Occause of the Linebacker operation nnd the mining 

effort., Hanoi was unilble to resupply its di v isions in Sou�h Vietnam. �lOre-

over, the bombing ond mining restricted all imports destined for North 

Vietnam, and f�noi found its populace in danger �f starving.43 

Additionally, massive U.S. air attacks in the South were instrumental 

in blunting the three-fold North Vietnamese attack in South Vietnam. '!he 

15 September recapture ot QUang 'l'ri" signa'l.led the North th;;tt its �rmy was 

in danger of annihilation. In fact, while Hanoi continued to seek an accord 

in October, the militilry situation dictated thilt i t  obtain il cessation of 

hostilities as soon as possible. According to Robert 'L'hompson: · "For the 

first time in the Indochina wars the conmunist side vas being compelled to 

negotiate in order to forestall the possibility of defeat ... 4'1 

Most u.s. milit<:u:y chieEs be.L.icv<..'<l Linebacker I was the prinlilry factor 

in forcing Hanoi to make concessions at the negotiating tab.Lc. General 

William c. westmoreland attributed the campaign's success to its intensity. 

He comnented: "When President Nixon decided to use our available militilry 

power in a nanner that truly hurt North Vietnam, negotiations began to move 

in a substantive way. ,.45 Perhaps the military • s roost representative 

assertion concerning Linebacker 's effectiveness came from General Vogt who 
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s.:�id " . . .  a(tez:- Lincbackez:- I ,  the enemy �<as suing foz:- peace. They wez:-e huct 

ceal bad. 1-bst of the major targets had been obliterated in the North . . .  , 

and they �<ec-e ready to =ncludc an agreement . "  Vogt also believed that the 

United States lialted Lineback11r prematurely: 

Kissinger and L.c Due Tho yot together and then indic<ttions 
c:ere that the agreement 11as inlllincnt. Kissinger then informed 
we tlpt he ''"s going to order t.he bombing stopped in the Banoi 
area as a ges�ur:e of good vi.l.l �o speed up the signing of thP 
agrccn 1ent. This •fas . . . .  in October: 1972. I protested and Scl'id, 
"YOU knOll OUt:' history 1dth Conmunists is O( haviny tO keep the 
lledt on them in order to get them to do anything. H you take 
the heat off them, they may never sign . .. 46 

Although air operations did not. cease entit:'ely, the bombing halt above 

the 20 pat:'allel provided the breathing spell badly needed by the Noeth 

Vi.etname:;c. They made the strategic decision to prolong the war in order 

to gain a military advantage �<hich would lead to greater political con-

cessions. by both the u.s. and South Vietnam in the Paris negotiations. They 

t:'edoubled their air defenses in and around Hanoi-Haiphong, while �<Ot:'king 

to restore their war-waging capabilities. Dy mid-December, for example , 

Hanoi had repaired many rail lines to China and adjusted its supply routing 

to compensate for the naval mine blockade. 47 

Although Linebacker I did not pt:'cxluce an agreement, it d.id increase 

South Vietnam' s  chances fot:' survival . Tile operation helped l<eaken Not:'th 

Vietnam' s  milltat:"y capability, insur.in\;1 that they "ould 110t 1aunc!1 another 

offensive soon. Equally importar.t, Linebacker I served several military 

and pOlitical purposes. They disrupted the flow of wac supplies supp:>rting 
... 

the North Vietnamese invasion of SOuth Vietnam; warned Hanoi that if i t  

persisted in its heavy fighting i n  SOuth Vietnam i t  would face mounting 

raids in the north; and, demonstrated continuing U.S. support for the gov-
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ernmen�o of Sou!oh Vietnam which, as in RoU.irlg Thunder , ..-ou�d bOlster its 

will to defend itself. furthermore, these attac!CS were intended to per-

suade �bscow to use its influence to en6ourage a political rather than a 

purely milit.,ry resolution of the conflict. StilL the bombing did not 

end the war. Nixon would gear the next roo.ond of LinebacKer tow,>rd compel

ling t.he enemy to su<:.'COmb to that goal . '16 

Linebacker II 

Dl>cing the negotiations, it quicl<.ly became evident that Soul.h V ietnamese 

President ·rhleu was unwilling to accept the terms of the proposed settle-

mont between the u.s. and North Vietnam. Kissinger realizc.od that Thieu 

objected to the very idea of a compromise. Saigon "simply did not feel 

ready to confront llanoi without our direct. involvement, "  Kissinger points 

out . 

Their nightmare was not this or that clause but the fear of being 
left alone. For Saigon ' s  leaders, a cease-fire meant the depar
ture of our remaining forces; they could not believe that Hanoi 
would abandon its implacable quest for the domination of Indo
china. In a very real sense they were being left to their own 
future; deep down, they "'ere panicky at the thought and too proud 

to admit it. And they were not wrong. 49 

TI1ieu wanted total victory for South Vietnaon and now that llanoi and \-lash-

lngton were so close to agreement, Saigon' s  position could not be recon-

cilcd. 

I'll th a possible split between l�ashington and Saigon, the approaching 

presidential election, and the anti-war mood of the American COngress, 

Hanoi began to procrastinate. Kissinger warned President Nixon that the 

North Vietnamese were "playing for a clear cut victory throu'gh our split 

with Saigon or a negotiated settlenent." 'l.'hus, u.s. courses of action be

came more limited.so 
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Presiden� Nixon did not ignore Thieu•s concerns believing that a set-
--
tlen-ent must include at least some of Thieu•s demands. "If we could not 

bring about a single change requested by saigon," Kissinger observed. ·�t 

would be tan�arnount to wrecKing the Sou�h Vietn<Jmese qovenuuonc . . .  ')J 

Nixon • s urging for a November settlement ITliltched t.he ur:q.:>nc:y displilyPd 

by Lc Due 'l'ho in Octolx•r. The President once more relied on the c:ombincd 

use of dip.Lomatic and miL itary pressure, calling for D-52 raids in r;he No�th 

to force �k1noi • s retunt to tho negotiating table. Two days later the North 

Vietnamese agreed to meet in mid-November. Nixon believed t.ineb.�cKcr l 

was instrwrental in forcing concessions. believing thilt more bombing wouJ.d 

provide similar results should Hanoi dgain prove intrilnSigent. In the nean-

time, the President notified Kissinger to suspend tall{S for a wee){ .l f no 

progress occurred. If that happened, Nixon "would be prepared to authorize 

a massive hnmhing strik<> on North Vietn<>m ... S2 

Negotiations resumed on 20 November with Kissinger noting his adve.�-

sary was not the Le Due Tho of late sunrner, relentlessly driving toward a 

settlement. With the obvious concerns expressed by Thicu, 'l.'ho continued 

to "drag his feet" and vi�tually no progress was made. Kissinger dep.;tC"ted 

fo� Paris in early December to meet with the North Vietnamese delCJati?n-

Le Due Tho played a "cat and mouse" game by granting some concess ior1s and 

then t'aising objections to pt'evious!y accepted agreements. '"!'his was pre-

cise.Ly where Le Du<.: Tho wanted us," Kissinger cornrncnted, "tantalizingly 

' 
close enough to an agreement to keep us going and prevent us from u:;ing 

military force, but far enough away to maintain the pressure that might 

Yet at the .last rnoment ochievo Hanoi • s objectives of disintegt'ating the 

political structure in saigon . .. 53 
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tn mid-Dcoembec the negotiations in Pacis came �o a quick halt when 

the u.s. found that the Noeth Vietnamese had included 17 changes to the 

completed portion of the agreement and then refused to delete the�. Kis-

singer concluded that further talks wore po[ntless and advised ?resid.:-nt 

Nixon that military pressuce appeared the only option. 54 1\t a :nr-eting 1n 

the Oval Office on 14 December, Kissi nger saw two policy options : 

•raking a massive, shocking step to impose our wiJ.l of evc,nts 
dl1d end t;ho war quickly , or . . . .  

Letting matters drift into another round oC inconclusive nego
tiations, prolonged warfare, bitter national divisions , and 
mounting casualt los . 55 

t-Jhon NLxon decided to usc air po<�er, the question oC hc\1 cra.!Ch to em-

ploy ·was the n1<1in issue. The President met with l�issir>gcr and lfaig to 

resolve the question. Kissinger suggested a return to October's Linebacker 

operations, while 1-Jaig argued for large-scale B-52 stril<es north of the 

20th parallel. Nixon agreed with Haig, ccmnenting that "anything less will 

only make the enemy contemptuous . " Where Linebacker 1 was pr:imarily aimed 

at striking lines of communications, this operation wOUld be aimed a t  de-

stroying North Vietnarn•s will. 'L,le President sought nlilXimum psychologica.t 

impact on the enemy to detOOOstrate that the United States wOUld not stand 

for an indefinite delay in the ncgotiations. 56 

l�ving decided on escalation. Nixon tucned to his military chief to 

insure that they applied a large-scale cffot·t to the air camp;,lign dubbed 

"Linebacker I I . "  Til@ President. told Chaicman of the JCS, 1\dmir<�l Thomas 

�!oorer: "Tlti.s is your chance to use military power effl.'Ctively to "in 

this war and ir you don • t I ' 1 1  consider you personally responsible. "57 

Linebacker II was initiated on 18 December and lasted for 11 days. 
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Although a mix of aircraft wcC'C used durinq Linebacker II, the 1:1-52 �r.�s 

the primary workhorse. The decision to use large numbers of. the less 

m<�neuverable B-52's in the face of a formidable a i r  defensive environment 

was oosed on their all-weather bombinq capability and large payload ca-

pacity. '11\e rnonsoon �<eather a.Lso contcibuted to the Pmphas is on A-52s 

beCause of their illl-•.;eather. day or night capabi tity and less on fjghtcr-

b<lmbeC's which rt.'quired day. visual conditions. 58 Moreover. the evidence 

in N.ixon's nu�rnOiC''� tends to suggest that the B-52s ><er.e usl.od as rnuch for 

their heavy firepOWer as for their potent.lal shoe!< ef.Cect and to sign<tl the 

intensity Yith which the President. intended to pursue a conClusion to the 

war.59 

Linebacker II targeted "the most lucrat'ive and vnluable targets in 

. . ... . . .. .. . . . . . • •  ••••• .__ , -• H•• ••-•-• . . .. .. . . . ......... . .... .... . . ......... . . . . ..... . 

ltJ[/:/( 1/(Ktn,;;;.;,ll ..(ithough many or thcac �.<>rset,; matclled those attacked 

in Linebacker I; the Linebacker II operation was not an interdiction cam-

paign. As ordered, the Air Force structured Lineoocker II to avoid civilian 

casualties, while inflicting the utmost civilian discomfort. "I want the 

people of Hanoi to hear the bombs , "  �loorer directed Neyer, "but minimize 

dam<�ge to the civilian populace. "  B-52s would attacJ< rail yards, storage 

areas, power plants, comnunication centers, and airfields located pl:'irnarily 

on Hanoi •s periphery. Using smart bombs, 7th Air force fighter-bombers 

would stl.'ike objl.'Ct.ives in populated at:'eas. Host targets Yere within ten 

nautical miles of Ho'lnoi, forcing its inhabitants to respond to each attacl<. 
' 

B-52s wouid strike throughout the night to prevent the populace from slecp-

ing.60 

Results 

From a purely military standpoint, the operation was a smashing 

2l 

., 



succes,;. In fact, Admiral Sharp called the operation, "a testimony to the 

efficiency of airpowex-.61 During the J.l days of bombing, ove.- 112,000 

bombs were dropped with devastating results. Most of the targets were 

destroyed, damaged, ox- rendered inoperative--severely crippling the war 

ll!.lking capability of the North. The psychological efCect that suc11 con

centx-ated attacks produced on the North Vietnamese people and leader"ship 

was cquaJ.ly .impot"tant. '11lere was simply. no respite fo•: them ducing U d;,ys 

of arow•d-the-clock bombing. 'I1le shock effect nust have been tremendous. 

Although Linebacker II wns sucx::ossful, there were some ser.lous prob

lems in the conduct of the operation, particularly in the area of tactics. 

Tactics for employment of the B-52 in the mid-1960' s  were based on a l:'ela

tively safe environment in South Vietnam. 1hus, B-52 operations turned 

into an "assembly line" production and tactics became very predictable. 

J3.-52s aUacl<ed targets using �.hP. sama proc<ldw:-<>s and the ""'""' coutes day 

after day. These sarre tactics remained <"elatively static during the first 

eight days of Linebacker II, where B-52s were forced to follow the same 

course, holding the sarre altitudes and airspeeds. As a resUlt, North Viet

namese SAM defenses were very effective and significant losses resulted . 

Many B-52 crews were furious over SAC's refusal to allow changes in tactics . 

1�ey considered the tactics stupid, blaming SAC ' s  failure in properly 

planning the r<�ids. finally, however, the SAC planners developed new 

tactics whidl employed greater flexibility and surpdsc. On 2& December 

1972, for exumple, '77 B-52s attacked targets over the North and only one 

failed to return safely.63 

In a political sense, Linebacker II was also a remarkable success. As 

a resUlt or: the severe pw1ishrrent meted out during the campaign, the North 
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Viot.namc:se had a drarncic change of mind . For thu first time in the war 

··the u.s. had used air power in a '"'Y that influenced the will of tho North 

Vietnamese to continue the ccmElicc. Tiley hac! been convinced that the ""r 

uas becoming too cos�ly foe t.lu�111. M 'f'hu�. !iar�oi responcic :! t<.J tlit= U.S. tro-

quest. for rene,<.'<! talks as early as :?0 i.\.�mbcr and Cinali7.ec: thP scnedull• 

within " week--on Amerlcan terms--as the bomb<; cont inued to fall. L:> The 

convnent:> or Sir llobert 'thompson, t.hc f.ormer head of �he Bcit•sh t\oVLsory 

Nission 1:0 Vietnam, �<ere part.icular.Ly te.Lling: 

In my vic", on C\."C 30, 1972, aEter 11 days of B-52 attacks 
on ll<lnoi urea, you had won the wa.r. It was over! They 
had fired 1, 242 Sl\i't's: t.hey had none left save for a mere 
tdcl(le which 1;ould come in fwrn Chi.na. They and their. 
whole rear base at that point were at your mercy. They 
would have taken any terms. And that is why, of course, 
you actually got a peace agreement in January, •;hich you had 
not been able to get in Octobcr. 66 

Accordingly, the cost to the ().S. seemed worth the price . Dur:in'g the 

operation the u.s. had lost a total of 26 aircraft, including 15 B-52s. 

Of the B-52 crew rrembers lost:., 29 nrc listed either M111 oc Kill. 67 Out as 

Kissinger points out , "Linebacker II cost much less than the continuation 

of the wac, ••hich was the othec auccnative ...  60 

t\ny other course would almost certainly huve lfitnessed an 
endless repetition of the tactics of December. !'aced u.i th 
the prospect of an open-ended war and continued bitter di
visions, considering that the weather made the usual bomb
ing ineffective, Nixon chose �he only weapon he had avoil
able. His decision speeded the end of the war; even in 
retcospcct I can think or no other meusure that would h;:we. 69 

In operation Lineb.Jcker II, the u.s. finally took the military action 

consistent with the lessons of history. It employed a �) ssive force struc-

ture with few restrictive rules of engagement in.a direct, offensive strat-

egy to ovon�helm the enemy's military and industrial complex and, thus, 

its will to continue. the war.· 
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Despite the su=css of the Linebacker campaigns, several 'QUestions 

come to mind. For example, why did the u.s. wait so long to conduct a 

decisive, strategic !1-52 operation against the North? The JCS argued 

repcdtedly during the Jo!'l!1SOII Ddmin.ist..cation for o dcar�•tic. rocceful�. ;1p

pliC<ttion of air po•cr. Instr-<�d th., u.s. adopted the strategy of a ··g.-ad

UDted" military response.70 Simila�ly , ono c.ust U31= �.·:�·r· i::.. ::.cv:: ::. .. _ �.:.:. 

eight yea�s to conclude that- the North Vietnamese simply did not ··espon<l 

to the "caccot" approach? Tlultl aftcc- time �he evidence suggesl.ed that. 

halts co military opec-ations (ailed t.o get the Not:th Vietnamese to 11cgotiate 

at the bargaining tab.le in good fai th. It became obvious that the on.Ly 

thing they responded co was the "stick" approach--aggressive military 

action. Nevertheless, we continued to employ the '"cac-rot" stc-ategy even 

after it had proven grossly ineffective. 

Moreover, one must ask wh�t. the po�siblo outcome would have been l r 

the u.s. had continued Linebacker II foe- another 11 days? Clearly, the 

operation had be-ought the North Vietnamese to their knees. 'Ihclr l>c�r

mald.ng capability was shattered and their economy was devastated. ;\ln10st 

certainly, continued bombing would have ltad them begging for a sett:.Lerncnt 

on practically any terms. Even after the success of the LinebaCker II 

operation, one wonders why the u.s. settled for a "peace" which �<as so 

favorable to the North Vietnamese and ultimately resulted in the conmunist 

takeover of SOUth Viatnam? 

Perhaps there ace m'lny <>nswers to these questions. Admiral Sharp was 

especially critical of the u.s. civil�an decision m'!kers for their "strategy 

of equivocation.'" He concludes that the administrations seemed to naively 

adopt a cost-effective, humane sort of strategy in dealing with the enemy. 
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1\ccording to Sharp, this "no-win". strategy uLtimately eroded and dcsc.roycd 
. 

our national unity.7l 

Conclusion 

Much has been �<d tten aboLtt the role of the l,inel:>ackcr campa igns in 

ending the war. 'l'ha t ilnyone cou.Ld even qucsc.lon the dec is l ve nature of the 

operations seems surprising. Clearly, LinebaCker I �as instrwnental in 

defenc.i.nq the 1\'0rch Vietnarnet;c ;:u:my during Lhcir largc-Gcc�.Ic, conventioni;ll 

Easter offensive. Moreover, Lincbilcker I ,  <�.lonq with the mining operation, 

achieved its objectives of severely restricting the North's overland resupply 

capability. 

Linebacker II was even more successful. 1'his massive, stratfi.'9iC bomb-

ing strike hit the nerve center of the enemy in and around Hanoi , convincing 

them to return to the negotiating table. Operation Linebacker II damaged 

or destroyed the war-fight·.incr cap<tbiHty of thC> North Viotnumocc, but. more 

Lmportantly, i t  destroyed their will to continue the war. As a result of 

this campaign, the North Vietnamese came to terms quickly and the u.s. 1ros 

subsequently able to pull out of South Vietnam. Thus, i t  was a classic 

example of the use of a well-planned and executed milita['y operation to 

achieve a political goal. 

.,... 
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