
Wm. ALEXANDER HAMILTON 2736 Ammon Avenue 
Telephone: Lincoln, Nebraska 68507 (402) 466-1034 Residence (402) 432-7641 Ext. 385 Office 8 January 1978 

Dear General Starry: 
Your thoughtful and detailed letter of 4 January 1978 is a goldmine 

of material for my dissertation. I cannot thank you enough for taking the time tog% nelpful. A 
I most certainly agree that the 1lth ACR had the NVA completely 

frustrated in its TAOR. I suspect the person who was trying to get you 
to flit around like the 1ACD was Elvie Roberts,whom I considered from 
my post as G-3 upns Officer and later S-3 of the 2d Bn, 5th Cav as one 
of the finer military minds of the 15th Century. As one about to retire, I suppose I can make judgments like that. 

The deaths of Generals Abrams and Wheeler are unfortunate for a 
number of reasons. We really need to know what went on in those important years. By the way) I have been told by unimpeachable sources that Generals 
Wheeler and Johnson destroyed their files after they left the Pentagon. 
As a historian) I think that is tragic. If they had locked them up for 
a certain number of years that would be one thing, but to destroy all that 
material does not serve us well, in my- view. I am certainly not in any 
position to put a stop to such practices unless I filed some sort of 
suit or got the American Historical Society to do so. I'm not about to 
do that) but maybe someone with enough rank could get some safeguards built into the offices of the service chiefs and the CJCS to bring that 
sort of activity to a halt. 

I plan to use almost all of the material you provided, but before. 
I do I will get back to you. Again, thanks and best wishes for your 
continued contributions to our· Army. 

With best regards. 
Sincerely, 

General Donn A. Starry 
Commander, US Army Training and Doctrine Command Fort Monroe, VA 23651 



HEADQUARTERS 
UNITED STATES ARMY TRAINING AND DOCTRINE COMMAND 

OFFICE OF THE COMMANDING GENERAL FORT MONROE, VIRGINIA 23651 
4 January 1978 

Dear Bill: 

This responds to your letter of the 23d regarding your doctoral 
dissertation. The question of force structure and tactics is a 
difficult one. But let me see what I can do. 

I don't know what "insurgency" tactics are--I've never been able to get 
anyone to describe them for me, although, like you, I've heard the 
Kennedy quote many times. If insurgency tactics are what the British 
used in the Emergency in Malaysia and the Confrontation in Borneo, then 
I submit the problem in Vietnam was much greater in scope than in either 
of those places. That was true in two significant ways. First, there 
were more enemy with a much more substantial support base (North Vietnam) 
in Vietnam than in either of the other places. Second, enemy access to 
the operational area was restricted in the other cases and not in 
Vietnam. Our fundamental problem in Vietnam was that the enemy had free 
access to the country through an ill defined border more than 900 kilo 
meters long, and we did essentially nothing to restrict or reduce his access to the border. So if that's the tactical analogy, it doesn't 
apply. The circumstances are too unlike. 

Internally to South Vietnam we eventually did what seemed pretty wise- 
turned over people control to the native forces--RF, PF, ARVN, and went 
out to do battle with regular enemy forces ourselves. Then the enemy 
retreated into border sanctuaries and staged an occasional foray into the 
South to check us out, while he built up his forces in the sanctuaries 
as rapidly as his logistics system would permit. Our attacks into 
Cambodia and Laos in 1970 delayed for about a year his eventual second 
attempt to attack the South in force. So as they evolved, circa 1969 and 1970, tactical operations of both US and ARVN seemed OK to me. As 
the enemy intruded into the South with the "logistics nose" with which 
he preceded each attack, we cut that off or attacked the forces that moved in, and it worked fairly well. Earlier, I suppose it's fair to 
say we had some difficulty figuring out what to do. 

I guess the only substantive criticism I could level at our tactical 
scheme was that we had a tendency to bounce around too much. The mobility 
which, so valuable to us in many other ways, was a trap in some respects. 
The only way I found to get into the enemy "system"--logistics and 
tactical, was to live out on the ground with him. We got to know his area 
as well as he did--trails, caches, camps, and all that. Once we did that 
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we could really work him over. But all too many times we dumped air 
mobile infantry into the jungle and expected them to do well in a strange area with little or no knowledge of the enemy "system," tactics, or 
personalities. They may have been mobile in the air, but on the ground 
they were far less mobile than their enemy, and operated at a disadvantage. 
Our airmobile infantry had no staying power on the ground. They could 
stay in the jungle for a few days but had to come out. When they came 
out they went into base camps, got cleaned up, wined, dined, and prepared 
to resume operations in yet another area they didn't know anything about. 
That's why it was so tough for the North Vietnamese to fight cavalry and mech infantry--those forces could stay in the jungle for months--and did. 
By the month of April 1970--just before the Cambodian invasion, the 11th 
Cavalry had virtually exclusive rights to northern War Zone C, northern 
Binh Long and part of northern Phuoc Long Provinces. The little guys in 
the sanctuaries just couldn't get through; logistics support for the 
interior forces dried up, and so did they. When regular units crossed 
the border, they inevitably ran afoul of a cavalry patrol--we piled on, 
they lost badly, went away to get replacements and supplies and try it 
again. 

But I was under constant pressure--sometimes to the point of threats, to 
pull up and go somewhere else--some new area where we could thrash around 
some more, leaving the enemy free to roam where we had just got him and 
his "system" under tight control. I resisted--almost to the point of 
disobedience several times. 

What could we have done differently? The first fault I find is with the idea of the gradual application of military force. I know this is a General Taylor idea--it comes from the Uncertain Trumpets' flexible response. I 
don't know how he rationalized flexible response into graduated response, 
but he did. There's just no way to be that precise about how much force 
it takes to do anything military--especially when one is trying to read 
the enemy's mind. Once in 1966 I was part of a study group that told 
General Westmoreland that to win in Vietnam it would take a million and 
a half men--five hundred thousand US, and a million South Vietnamese, and 
ten years. At the time he was seized with a euphoria that predicted war's 
end in the summer of 1967, so our remarks weren't well received. I still 
believe our estimate was correct. Another thing we set forth in that 
study was the strategy it would take to win. We assumed it would not be 
possible to invade the North, Cambodia or Laos. But we also predicted that 
it would be necessary to seal off the South somehow, and then to intercept 
and destroy enemy forces crossing the border. Our force structure estimate 
cut back dramatically on airmobile infantry, substituting armored cavalry 
squadrons and regiments. Because he was enamored of the airmobile, and 
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because there weren't enough cavalry regiments or squadrons in the whole 
Army to do the job, that idea never got very far. Facetiously we suggested 
we let a contract with the East Germans to build an interzonal border fence, which we would then garrison. That's about what it would have taken. 
One last idea of possible interest. When Vietnamization time came in 1969, I wrote the MACV plan to Vietnamize the war. We believed that if 
we could get the ARVN out along the border away from the populated areas, 
and keep about 250,000 US troops there, we could do the job for the long 
term. This is what we originally proposed to the administration. However, 
it soon became apparent that we were to get out completely. The only 
question was how long we could stave off the pressures from Washington to 
cut and run. That was important to us, for it was the time we figured we 
might have to get the ARVN ready. In the end it wasn't enough. 

Now with regard to mobilization. I have no firsthand knowledge. As you 
have probably discovered, we did mobilize about 20 thousand people in 
about 60 or 70 units. The largest of these was a brigade of the Kansas 
National Guard. Most were however small logistics units. I did hear General H. K. Johnson say several times that he had gone to the White 
House on five different occasions, asking for full mobilization and been 
turned down. Once someone asked him why he didn't retire in protest. He 
responded that it would have been too disruptive to the war effort. He 
considered it better to stay and try to do the best he could rather than 
appear disloyal in the middle of a fight. 

Would mobilization have helped anything? I'm not at all sure. For certain 
it would have done nothing had we insisted on pursuing the strategy of 
gradual application of force. Done quickly and followed quickly with a 
negotiation offer as a coordinated effort, it might have worked. I doubt 
it. The North Vietnamese were convinced from the outset that they could outlast us--that their will was stronger than ours. Especially was this 
so when Ho was alive. 

So unless we were willing to go to North Vietnam, or at least go to its 
borders and attack the country from that vantage, I really can't see that 
mobilization, of itself, would have done that much for us. 

The basic problem in the Vietnam war was that the civilian leadership 
never told the military very clearly what they wanted done. A list of 
goals was once assembled--circa 1966. It was a compendium of what MACV 
had been told to do by every agency empowered to issue instructions--and 
there were many. The list was long, But it did not include any meaning ful statement of what our country was trying to do there. Nor did the 
military leadership in Washington, or in Saigon, ever tell the civilian 
leadership what it might take to accomplish those goals. The million and 
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a half and ten year estimate was as close as we ever came, and that was so unpalatable Westy wouldn't send it to Washington. Whether or not the 
JCS and Service staffs made a formal mobilization assumption of any kind I don't know, But to us in Vietnam it was quite clear from the llth of 
November 1966 onward that there were real and ever increasing limits to 
what they were willing to let the field commander have to do the job. 
That date was the first McNamara message putting a force ceiling on the 
deployed force in Vietnam. 

Westy has stated several times that he believed all along that the 
administration would give him everything he needed to conduct the war. 
But he never went in and said what he thought it might take in the long 
run. He just asked for a little more each time a crisis hit, or each time 
a new study showed up some serious shortcoming in structure. His Chief of 
Staff had been denied mobilization. In 1966, before the buildup was 
really well underway, he had a force structure limit placed on him, He 
claims that after TET '68 Bus Wheeler told him to send in the request for 206,000 more--the action that cost him his job. Did Wheeler believe too 
that Westy would get everything he asked for, and that he could get a 
little at a time without eventually breaking some unwritten, yet unspoken real limit? May be--but if true I'm appalled. To the lowly LTC's on the 
USARV staff, it was apparent as early as 1966 that patience was waning, 
and a willingness to send more at every new incremental request was due 
soon to collapse. While I can believe Westy might not have been smart 
enough to perceive that, I can't believe it of Bus Wheeler. But may be. 
I guess with Abe and Wheeler dead now, we may never so know some of the 
really important things we should have learned from that experience, 
Too bad. 

So I'm afraid most of that's not much help to you, but it may give you 
some leads. Let me know if you want to use any of it. I see nothing wrong with any of it, but I'd like to know. 
All the best for 1978. 

DONN A. STARRY 
General, United tates Army Commanding 

Lieutenant Colonel William A, Hamilton 
2736 Annnon Avenue 
Lincoln, Nebraska 68507 
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Dear General Starry: 

Thank you for your offer of help with my doctoral dissertation. 

Some critics of US military operations in SVN point out that President 
Kennedy wanted to use counterinsurgency tactics in Vietnam, but that, for 
the most part,we trained and equipped the ARVN for conventional operations and 
that our own forces were Korean War formations with enchanced mobility. I wonder 
if that criticism is fair? It seems to me that the 11th ACR did quite well at ""busting" the jungle with ACAVs. From my observations around Loc Ninh, the only 
obstacle to your operations was a political boundary until the early Summer of 19'70. Please comment on the organization and tactics used by the US and Free 
World Forces from your experience with MACOV and as a regimental commander. 
If you would, comments from your broader perspective as Commander of Training 
and Doctrine Command would carry a great deal of weight with my supervisory 
committee. 

I know you spent some time in the Pentagon. I wonder if you could shed 
any light on the mobilization issue? How hard did the leadership of the Army 
fight to get a reserve mobilization? I read reports that one or more members 
of the JCS threatened to resign over this issue. Some very senior retired generals tell me that mobilization was the number'ssumption of our plans to go ashore in VN. It seems odd to me that our leadership could go along from 
1965 to 1968 without their number one assumption being met by the Administration . Any information on this point would be greatly appreciated. 

Please set whatever rules of attribution you wish. I never publish 
anything without a release and I also show the context in which I plan to use the information I obtain. Thank you for your help. 

With best regards, 

Sincerely, 'Bae}l 
P.S. WM A HAhIILTON 

The TRADOC Library might be interested LTC, Infantry 
in B.M. Simpson's War, Strategy and Mari time Power, Rutgers Univ Press, 19'77. 
It contains a piece I did on the JCS. 


