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WASHINGTON
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DECLASSIFIED
YEMORANDUM FOR THE PRESIDENT Authority % Lt j0-2-TF
Subject: Xhe Sanh | BY%%:.. NARA, Date £ 2091 -

I know that Xhe Sanh is very much on your mind as it is on mine. It may
be too late to do anything about the situation; 1f so, we should put all doubts
behind us and prepare for the fight. O©n the other hand, if there is still time
to exercise a useful influence, we should move qulckly.

I have reviewed what General Westmoreland has Sald about Khe Sanh in his
recent messages., To paraphrase his cables, he points out that the original
occupation of the position was justified by the need to establish a forward
operating base to permit operations against the key infiltration routes in
Eastern Laos. More importantly, he also considers that its occupation has
blocked the route of enemy advance into Quang Tri and has kept the fighting
away from the populated coastal belt of T Corps. He concedes that Khe Sanh
has not had much effect on infiltrztion from Lacs and it is not clear whether
he regards the role of blocking the Quang Tri approach as of current or of past
importance.

Thus, Ceneral Vestmoreland dces not appear to argue strongly for the de-
fense of Khe Sanh because of its present value either in relation to the in-
filtration routes in Laos or in the defense of major areas of the northern
provinces. Although he mentioned to Generzl Wheeler in a telephone conversation
his belief that the maintenance of our position in the Xhe Sanh area would offer
us the opportunity at some time of dealing the enemy a severe blow, he has rnot
amplified this point and, in hls cables, he stresses rather the difficulty of
getting out of Khe Sanh at the present time and the adverse psychological effects
of a withdrawal upon South Viet-Nam and upon the American public.

My review of Westy's cables dees not convince me of the military importance

of maintaining Khe Sanh at the presenz time if it is still feasible to withdraw.

vhatever the past value of the position, it is a positive liability now. MWe are
a11ov1no the enemy to arrange at his leisure a set-piece attack on ground and
in weather favorable to him and under conditions which will allow us little
oppertunity to punish him except by our air power. The latter can be neutralized
to some degree by the favorite Communist tactic of closing tightly around our
positions in areas which our air forces, particularly the E-52s, can not attack
with safety to our own forces.

General Westmoreland recognizes the difficulties of air supply of Khe
Sanh and indicates an intention to open Highway 9 to provide an overland line
of communication. To do so will require.a large number of troops to keep
Highway 9 open in the face of the intermittént road-cutting operations whlch
.can ve expected from the enemy. N .
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¥y present opinion is that Khe Sanh probabdly can be held but that it will
e at a neavy price in terms of casuvalties and in terms of other ground troops
necessary to swoport and reinforce it. I have real doubt that we can z2fford
such & defense in view of the limitaed reserves which General Westmoreland is
likely to have in the time frame during which these events may take place.

I make the foregoing comments in full realization of how Wrong one can
be at & distance about a military situation such as this. I have the utmos:
confidence in General Westmoreland and am sure that he sees possibilities in
the situation which are not visible from here., Nonetheless, I would feel
greatly relieved if the Joint Chiefs of Staff would see fit to send General
Westrnoreland guidance which wowld contain sane of the following points:

"In view of the strong likelihood of a heavy enemy abttack along the DMZ
and against Khe Sanh, accompanied possibly by other attacks in the cities and
alorg the Kontum-Pleiku border, the Joint Chiefs of Staff wish Yo provide the
following comments for your guidance (i.e., General Westmoreland's), They are
impressed with the many tasks which you may be called upon to perform concurrent-
ly with limived reserves and appreclate your problem in establishing priorities
among these tasks as they arise. To assist you in making your decisions, they
wish yeu to understand that, in their cpinion, you should not hesiiaie to give
tp terrain in remcte areas in order %o meet the enmsmy on ground favorable to
your schene of maneuver, in favorable weather and under cornditions offering
you the opportunity of inflicting decisive blows upon his main forces.

¥In this connection, Xhe Sanh appears tc the Joint Chiefs of Staff to he
an exposed position difficult to supply by air and expensive to supply overland
in terms of lines of communication forces. ZXhe Sanh has already well fulfilled
the purposes which you mention in your csble MiC-02018 of impeding infiliration
from Laos and closing the northwest route into Quang Tri. However, it is less
ciear that its present value now justifics the cost of an all-out defense.

'"While the Jolnt Chiefs of Staff recognize the adverse psychological con~
sequences of a withdrawal which you mention, the effect of a costly defense
absorking forces badly needed elsewhere could in the end be far more disad-
vartageous wo our cause than a withdrawal new. Indeed, the latter could prove
vo be a useful stratagem nuilifying the laboriocus logistical build-up of the
eremy around ihe Sarh and upsebting his winter-spring schedule.

#The Joint Chiefs of Starf are not prepared to assess the feasibility cr
the desirapility of a withdrawal at this late date but wish you to know that
They will support you completely if you decide to pull back from what may prove
to be a disadvantageous.position. They will support you equally in a decision
to defend Khe Sanh."
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