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MAEHORANDUM FOR THRE PREGIDENT
Subject: Khe Sanh

I know that Khe Sanh 13 very much on your mind as it is on wine. It may
be too late to do anything about the situwmtion; if seo, we should put all doubts
behind us and prepare for the fight. On the other hand, if theve is still time
t0 gxercise a useful influence, we should move quickly.

T have reviewsd what Gersral 'lestmoreland has said about Xhe Sanh in his
recent mespages. To paruphrase his cables, he points out that the original
ocoupation of the position was justified by the need to establish a forward
operating base to permit operations against the key infiltration routes in
Zastern Laos. More importantly, he also considere that its occupation hae
blocked the route of ernemy advance into Quang Tri amd has kept the fipghting
awvay from the populated coastsl belt of I Corps. He concedes that Xhe Sanh
has not had muoh effect on infiltration from Lecs and it ls not clear wiwther
he Tegards the role of blocking the (usng Trl approach as of current or of past
importance.

Thus, Jensral ‘Westmoreland does not appear to argue etrongly for the de-
fonse of Khe 3anh because of 1ts presert valus nithar in relation to the in-
f{1trstion routes in Laos or in the defense of major areas of the northern
orovinces. Although he mentioned to Cemeral 'hesler in a telephone conversation
his belief tbhat the maintenance of our position in the Khe Sanh area would offer
us the opportunity at some time of dealing the enemy a severe blow, he has not
amplifisad this point and, in his cablee, he stressed rathar the difficuliy of
zetting out of Khe Sanh at the presemt time and the adverse psycholorical sffects
of & withdrawal upon South Viet-Nam and upon the American public.

My revisw of Westy's cables das not convinece me of the military imvortance
of maintaining Khe Sanh at the present time if it iz atill feasible to withdraw.
‘hatever the past value of the position, it is a positive llability now. ''e are
alloving the enemy to arrenge at his leisure & set-pisee attack on ground and
in weathayr favorabls to him and under conditions which will allow us little
opportunity to punish him except by ocur air power. The latter can be neutralized
to scme degree by the favorite Communist tactlic of closing tightly around our
positions in areas which our air forcen, rarticularly the B-52s, can not attack
with safaty to our own forces.

Neneral Jestmareland recognizes the diffioulties of air supply of Khe
Sanh and indicates an intemtion to open Hichway 9 to provide an overland line
af cocunication. To do eo will require a larmye mmber of troops to keep
Yighvay 9 open in the fage of the inmtemittent roed-cutting operations which
can be expeoted from the enemy.
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4y present opinion is that Khe Sanh probably ecan be held but that it will
be at a heavy price in terus of casualiles and in terms of other groumd troope
necessary to support and reinforce it, 1 lmve real doubt that we can afford
such a dafense in viewv of tha limited ressrves vhich Gensral “estzmoreland ias
likely to have in the time frame during which thess events may take nlaes.

I nake the foregoing comments in full realization of how wrong one can
he at a distance about a military mituation such as this., I have the utmost
confidence in General Westmoreland and am sure that hs sess possilbilities in
the situation which are not visible from here. Nometiwless, I would feel
greatly relisved 1f,

Westmorelamd's guidance would cortain same of the following pointes

"Tn view of the strong likelihood of a heavy anemy attack along the NMZ
and azainst Khe Samh, accomrmnisd possibly Ly other attacks in the oitles amd =

along the Kontm-Pleilm border, . we' «wigh to provide the. .
following conments for your cuidance (i.e., Cenersl Westuorelami'e). ! are
impressed with the many tasks vhich you may be called wpon to perform ¢ nte

1y with limited reserves and appreciats your nrublem in establishing prioritiss
smong these taskes as they arise. To asnist you in making your decisions, thwy
wish you to understand that, in their opinion, you should not hesitats to give
up terrain in remote areas in order to meet the sremty on ground favorsble to
youy achems of maneuvar, in favorsbls weather and under conditions offering
you the opportunity of inflicting decisiwe blows wom hiz main forces.

"Tn this commection, Khe Sanh appears to us to be
an exposad position difficult to supply by air and up-mim to aupply overland
in terma of lines of communication forces. Rhe Sanh has already well fulfilled
the purposes whioh you mention in your cable HAC-02018 of impeding infiltration
from Laga and elosing the northwest route into Cuang Tri. However, it is less
clear that its prement value now justifies the cost of an all-out defense.

"While = we . recognize the adwerse psychological con-~
sequences of a withdrawal which yuu nention, the affeot of a costly defense
absorbing forces badly necded elsewhere could in the end be far more disad.
vantageous %0 our cause than a withdrswal now. TIixised, the latter could prove
to be a useful stratagem mullifying the laborious logistical build-up of the

anemy around Khe Sanh and upsetting his winter-spring schedula.

"We __ are not prepared to assess the feasibility or
the deuinbility of @ withdyawal at this late date but wish you to know that
_ Ar&y will support you camplately 1f you decide to pull back from what may orove
to be a disadvantageous position. They will support you equally in a deeision
to deforxi Khe Sanh."
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