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DISSERTATION PROPOSAL 

1. Tentative Title: 

The Ouachita River Basin: An I:arly lIistory 

II. Ohjectives: 

The Ouachita River and its tribl!taric~; drain an area 

between the Red and Mississippi rivers of about 25,900 

square miles. This amounts to approximately twenty-seven 

percent and twenty-six percent of the total land area of 

Arkansas and Louisiana respectively. The total length of 

the river exceeds 60S miles. Of this distance, 350 miles 

(from Camden, Arkansas, to the Red ltiver) is navigable. l 

Tlte lIIajor objective of this dissertation will he to trace 

the history of the Ouachita River Rasin from its discovery 

by the Spanish in 1541 to the period when the basin is acquired 

by the United States as part of the l.ouisiana Purchase. In my 

stlldy 1 will investigate the discovery, exploration and early 

settlement of the basin by Europeans. Because the advent and 

development of European activity in the region correlates with 

the disruption and decline of Indian cultures in the basin, 

special emphasis will be given to Edropean/lndian contact. 

Sillce the period of exploratioll <lnll settlement is really 

an extension of European history, the primary source material 

rormat and style for this proposal arc taken from the 
Journal of American History. 

lRoy G. Andrews and E.A. McRae, Water and Land Resources: 
Ouachita River Basin in Arkansas (Camden, Arkansas: Arkansas 
Soil and Water Conservation Commission, 1970). 
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thoroughly ()xplored by the Spanish in 1541-1542. Subsequently, 

it was the site of much more European activity, particularly 

on the part of explorers, missionaries and adventurers, during 

the two and a half centuries prior to acquisition by the 

United States. 

Regarding the arc)laeology of t)le region, publications 

based on archaeological investigation h:1VC thus for been 

intermittent and sparse. Clarence II. MQore began the scientific 

study of the Ollachita River Basin's pre)listory during the first 

years of this century .. Concentrating more on the acquisition 

of artifacts than on interpretation, Moore's efforts did result 

in II rather extensive and representative collection of Ouachita 

River Basin antiquities, relics whle)l might well have been 

lost to future students. 2 

Mark R. Harrington followed Moore into the basin and also 

made extensive collections of archaeological remains. Harrington 

Iittempted to correlate his artifacts with existing historical 

data. This·)ractice, however, led him to erroneously interpret 

virtually all the material as being Caddoan. 3 

2Clarence B. Moore, "Antiquities of the Ouachita Valley," 
The Journal of the Academy of Natural Sciences of Philadelphia 
14 (1909): ~/-170. 

3Mark R. lIarrington, Certain Caddo Sites in Arkansas, 
Museum of the American Indian, Indian Notes and Monographs, 
Miscellaneous Series, No. 10. (New York: Heye Foundation, 
1920). 
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The 1930's and '40's brought considerable investigation 

by both professional and amateur archaeologists. Winslow 

Walker, James A. Ford, Samuel D. Dickinson, Harry J. Lemley, 

Dr. and ~Irs .. Thomas L. !lodges and others published the results 

of their investigations in scholarly journals and made sub-

stantial contributions to the study of Ouachita Basin prehistory. 

Meanwhile, a massive archaeological survey of the entire 

Lower Mississippi River Valley was undertaken in 1940-1947 by 

three professionally trained archaeologists, Phillip Phillips, 

James A. Ford and James B. Griffin. Their findings, published 

in 1951, greatly illuminated the archaeology of the area which 

included much of the Ouachita River Basin. In recent years 

other professionals, generally associated with either the 

Arkansas Archaeological Surveyor the Louisiana Archaeological 

Survey, have activley pursued the study of Ouachita River Basin 

prehistory .. 4 

4Winslow M. Walker, The Troyville Mounds, Catahoula Parish, 

La. Smithsonian Institution, BJreaq of American Ethnology, 

Bulletin 113 (Washington, D.C.: United States Government 

Printing Office, 1936); James A. Ford, ~eram~!f Qico,apo~ 

Sequence at an Old Indian Villa e Site ear ICI s an , 

Louisiana, nt ropo oglca tu y o. ew r eans: epartment 

of Conservation, Louisiana Geological Survey, 1935); Samuel 

D. Dickinson and Harry J. Lemley, "Evidences of the Marksville 

and Coles Creek Complexes at the Kirkham Place, Clark County, 

Arkansas," Bulletin of the Texas ArcheOlO!iCal and Paleonto­

logical SORiaty 11 (September 1939): 139- 89; Dr. and Mrs. 

Thomas L. 0 ges, "Possibilities for the Archaeologist and 

Historian in Eastern Arkansas," The Arkansas Historical ~uarterlY 

2(June 1943): 1-23; Philip Phillips, James A. Ford and ames 

Il. Griffin, "Archaeological Survey in the Lower MissisSippi 

Alluvial Valley, 1940-1947," Papers of the Peabody Museum of 

American Archaeology and Ethnology. vol. Z5 (Cam6ndge: Peabody 

Museum, 1951). 
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The historical resources pertaining to the Ouachita River 

Basin are also abundant. Numerous journals and reports of 

5 

the early explorers, missionaries and adventurers active during 

the period treated exist and most have been published. These 

documents have not, however, been utilized in an over-all, 

historical investigation of the basin. 

Anthropologists have largely failed to utilize the 

ethnographic materials available to aid.their interpretations 

of archaeological data. Historians, moreover, have also been 

guilty of ignoring this early documentary material, not to 

mentioll their failure to inco;poratc arcllaeological infor~ation 

in their work. My purpose is to integrate the protohistorical 

and historical materials of the basin and develop a comprehensive 

historical survey of the region to about 1805. 

IV. Proposed Procedures: 

This study will follow traditional paths of historic . 
research. All major primary source material will be examined 

along with pertinent secondary sources. Government archives 
.\ 

in France, Spain and Mexico will be'consulted as well as 

archives in the United States. Investigations carried out in 

the Ouachita River Basin by the author, especially in regard to 

natural history and archaeological and historic sitE~s, will also 

by utilized. 

I 
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25 April 1981 

Dr. Roger A. Btlaumont 
Dr. Larry D. Hill 
Dr. Arnold P. Krammer 
Dr. Martin V. Melosi 
Dr. William P. Snyder 

Attached please find a copy of my tentative dissertation 
proposal. The text has been discussed with Dr. Beaumont. Plotase 
let me know if you have any suggestions or corrections. I can 
usually be reaClhed at home in the mornings (696-1511) and will meet 
with you at your convenience. After I have received everyone's 
comments, I will prepare a final proposal, together with the 
standard Gradunte College forms, and hand-carry it to you for your 
approval/signature. 

Per agreement with Dr. Beaumont, future processing of se4ltions 
of my dissertation will be as follows. 

(1) When I finish a section, I will submit it to Dr. Beaumont 
for his review and comments. 

(2) When Dr. Beaumont finishes his reView, I will mske 4,opies 
of the annotatE!d section for all other members of the committ"e to 
review and comment on. This will allow you to see the Chair~ln's 
cOlllll1ents without causing excessive delays. 

(3) After receiving the comments and suggestions of all 
committee membors, I will rewrite the section and resubmit it" I 
will repeat thE! above procedure until everyone is satisfied. 
(Hopefully, this procedure will not be as complicated or as,', 
involved as it appears to be.) 

As you will note in the proposal, I will generally folloll 
military style where possible. The final disser~tion will include 
a glossary of terms and abbreViations. Archival uterials will be 
referenced Witil specific finding controls. Unless otherwise 
speoified in Parameters, I will use as a guide, Kate L. Turab:lan, 
A Manual for Writers of Term Pa ersm Theses and Dissertationl', 
4th ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 973. Bhortelled 
references willi. follow "Method An (p. 119). Footnotes will b" 
placed at the E!nd of the chapter (or end of the work if this lIeems 
more workable)., 

I would ellpecially appreciate the help of the non-military 
background members of the committee in calling my attention t4) 
military jargon that needs to be explainmjor clarified. I also 
promise to try not to be too self-defensive over the "pearls" of 
phraseology thllt you may alter from time to time. 

Respectfully, Z/' 
1?o;:{.(C2 . 



DISSERTATION PROPOSAL 

1. Tentative Titlel 
s 

"Ranch Hand"l 'he Vi !A:P P'i!.'8a Herbicida/l Operation in Southeast 

Asia 

2. Objectivelll 

In 1961)( ow.. President Qt tal UR~\ea 8 ••• 11; John F. Kennedy)( 

ordered the Department of Defense to develop a means for impr.)ving 

combat visibiUty in a heavy-vegetation environment through the use 

of chemical de1'oliallts. At the request of the government of t.he 
... JA.s 

Republic of S01lth Vietnam, pn "IRB Ie the defoliation concep·t..wePe 

tested in Vietnam as a part of the "Farmgate" military assistance 

program. Under the mission code name "Ranch Hand," use of ai:rcraft-

delivered herb:lcides in the Southeast Asia environment proved highly 

successful as Ii weapon of war. Military commanders at all levels 

were impressed by the project effects, noting that defoliation 

facilitated intelligence gathering, aided offensive operations 

against enemy forces, and improved security for friendly forc.,s. 

The program Wall expanded later to include chemical destruction of 

cultivated crops in enemy-controlled areas to reduce the food·-supply 

of insurgent and North Vietnamese Regular Army units operatinl~ 

within South V:letnam. 1 

Format and style for this proposal are taken from PARAME'rERS­
Journal of the US Army War College. 

1US.Depail-;tIIIent. of the Navy. Commander in Chief Pacific Sc:lentif1c 
Advisory Group, "A Review of the Herbicide Program in South V:letnam," 
by William F. Warren. Working Paper-10-68, pp. 2-4, 6-7, 14-:L5, 
M-42294-1 1968 No. 10, in USAF Collection, Albert F. Simpson 

---------------------------------------_._- --_._._----_._----



B,y 1964, Defense Department studies suggested that herbicide 

operations had military value in counterinsurgency warfare. 

Increasing groundfire against "Ranch Hand" missions also reflected 

enemy recognit:Lon of the effects of these operations. After 

approval by both State and Defense Departments, a permanent spray 

organization WIIS formed. The original test fleet of three aircraft 

was expanded te) seven aircraft and attached to the 309th Air 

2 

Commando Squadron at Tan Son Nhut Air Base, Vietnam. Further 

enlargement of the unit to a separate, over-size squadron of 'twenty-

five UC-123 ail~craft was authorized in 1966, with the unit reassigned 

to Bien Hoa Air Base. B,y 1969, spray-planes were dispensing nearly 

one-half millic)n gallons of herbicides per month over SoutheSISt 

Asian targets. Despite this increased effort, the "Ranch Hand" 

organization cc)uld not fill all the requests by field cOllllllB.nders for 

defoliation and crop destruction missions. 2 

Meanwhile" the United States faced increasing critiCism lit home 

and abroad for waging chemical warfare in violation of international 

conventions. Possible long-term environmental and genetic dalnage to 

exposed popula1cions also created concern within the American .scien-

tific community, while elements in the growing anti-war movement 

Historical Resurch Center, Maxwell AFB, Alabama (hereafter clted as 
AFSHRC), Narrlltive, Captain John R. Spey, 30 July 1965, p. 1, and 
"Draft History,," 315 Air Commando Group, 1 June 1965, p. 1, K,·GP-A­
CMDO-315-SU-RE (1961-1965), in USAF Collection, AFSHRC. 

Zus Department of Defense, Military Assistance Command V:Letnam, 
"Evaluation of Herbicide Operations in the Republic of Vietnam 
(September 196;!-September 1963)," by Peter G. Olenchuk, et al., 
Arthur F. McConnell, Jr., "MiSSion Ranch Hand," Air Universitx. 
ReView 21 (1970) 189-94, 834th Air Di vi. ion His tor~, pp. 42-47, 
K-DIV-834-HI (15 October 1966-30 June 1967), and .. nit History -
12 Special Operations Squadron," App. 6, p. 8, K-WG-315-HI (January­
March 1969), ill USAF Collection, AFSHRC. 

---------,~--



found military defoliation a means for focusing mass discontent. 

Propagandists '1n Communist countries took full advantage of this 

opportunity to charge the United States with committing atrocities 

and war crimes .. 3 

In the fMe of mounting domestic and diplomatic pressure, 

President Richllrd M. Nixon susp811ded the use of some defoliation 

c01llpounds in 1970\ and, in the following year, ordered all herbicide 

operations halted. All on-hand herbicides containing the chemical 

compound 2,4,5··Trichlorophenoxyacetic aCid, popularly referred to 

as Orange, werl' moved to remote Johnson Island in the PacifiC.. The 

spray Qllgariilllation was deactivated in 1971, although a capability 

for insecticidl' dispensing was retained. In 1977, the stock C)f 

herbicide Orange was destroyed by high-temperature incinerati.m at 

4 sea under the supervision of the Environmental Protection Agency. 

The major objective of this dissertation will be to trac" the 

history of the "Ranch Hand" program from 1961 to 1972. At thl' same 

time, the dissortation will examine the program in the context of 

chemical, biological, and environmental warfare. The widespr"ad 

3 

3"USSR Calls for International Probe of Reports of ChemiClal 
Warfare 1 US Says Chemicals Used to Destroy Foliage are not In;jurious 
to Man," New York Times, 27 April 1963, p. 2; "29 Scientista Score 
Use of Chemicals on Viet Cong Crops," New York Times, 17 Janu.lry 
1966, p. 4; ",!2 Scientists Bid Johnson Bar Chemical Weapons ~ln 
Vietnam," New York Times, 20 September 1966, p. 1; Gordon H. Orians 
and EgbertlT.'l'feiffer, "Mission to Vietnam, Part 1" and "Mis.lion to 
Vietnam, Part ,!," Scientific Research 4 (9 June 1969) 122ff, 
4 (23 June 1969)126ff. 

4 Bryce Nelson, "Herbicides 1 Order on 2,4,5-T Issued at Unusually 
High Level," SUience 166 (21 November 1969) 1978; Nancy GruohClw, 
"Curbs on 2,4,5-T Use Imposed," Science 168 (24 April 19?0)14531 
William BeeCher, "Use of Defoliants in War Suspended," New York Times, 
23 June 1970, p. 1, US Department of Defense, Assistant Secrlltary of 
Defense, Health Affairs, "Department of Defense (DOD) Herbicicle 
Orange Status Report," n.d. (September 1980), pp. 3-4 (mimeographed). 

---------'--,-----""---'--



adverse reactil)n to the herbicide program and the subsequent 

political resp)nse ot the United States government also will 'be 

dealt with. The herbicide operation has remained an active i,ssue 

due to continuing claims by American veterans that they have 

suffered various medical disabilities as a result of exposure to 

defoliant chem:lcals, particularly herbicide Orange. I will address 

this aftermath in my conclusion. 

3. Present Status of the Questionl 

No comprehensive history of the defoliation mission has loeen 

published. A irolume prepared in the Office of Air Force History, 

and scheduled for printing in 1979, has been withheld; nor will 

offiCials permH access to any part of the draft manuscript. 5 Most 

of the extant luterial, published in the late 19608 and early 19708, 

was written by anti-war or enVironmental protection advocates I and 

dwell mainly 011 the issues of morality and international law. Many 

scientific agriculture studies in that era also touch on the topiC, 

although possible adverse effecta were not widely discussed until 

the program in Vietnam was nearly at an end. The military aspects 

of defoliation are reviewed in only a few articles in professional 

military journllls, and even those articles tend to emphasize the 

overall topic c)f chemical and biological/bacteriological warfare. 

Reports of sev"ral scientific investigations in Vietnalll during 

1969-1971 were not widely Circulated and their conclusions we:re 

frequently disputed. 

5Memorandlllll, Lawrence J. Paszek, Office of Air Force Hi8tory, 
to author, 21 October 1980. 

----_.----------------------------------'--
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As a result of cOlllplaints by Vietnalll veterans and filing of 

several Agent Orange lawsuits, in Septelllber 1980 the White House 

ordered an extensive lIIedical evaluation of forlller "Ranch Hand" 

lIIelllbers, to deterllline if chelllical herbicides affected the health 

of individuals exposed to thelll in Southeast Asia. The planning of 

this progralll, to cover a fifteen to twenty-five year period, is 

presently unde:rway. It is unlikely, however, that even tentative 

results will be available until several years after the first round 

of testing is eOlllplete. 6 

4. Procedure I 

5 

This study will follow traditional paths of historical research. 

Primary materials in lIIilitary archives will be exalllined to the 

extent perlllitted by security classification. I also plan to review 

appropriate materials in the Presidential archives, with particular 

elllphasis on the Kennedy and Johnson papers. Data will be obtained 

frolll as many of the 1,195 veterans of the "Ranch Hand" project as 

pOSSible, using questionnaires, oral histories, and personal 

interViews. I should note that I was a participant in the herbicide 

operation during 1966-1967. 

Because of the wide-spread criticislll of the use of chelllical 

defoliants, I 1will exallline popular literature and media coverage in 

analyzing its effect on the political/1IIilitary decisions of the 

United States I,overnlllent. I will also consult the reports of 

6Typescript of speech by Lt. Gen. (Dr.) Paul W. ~ers. Air 
Force Surgeon I}eneral, before the Annual Reunion of the Ranch Hand 
Vietnalll Associ.ation, Tarpon Springs, Florida, 11 October 1980. 

---------------------------



Congressional hearings and of various investigative commissions and 

individual sCi'9ntists which were published in sCholarly journals in 

a number of disciplines. To the extent that they become available. 

r will review '~estimonies and depositions giVen during current 

litigation conoerning Agent Orange lawsuits. 

----------..,...---------"-'--
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DISSERTATION PROPOSAL 

1. Tentative Title: 

"Ranch Hand": Herbicide Operations in Southeast Asia 

2. Objectives: 

In 1961 President John F. Kennedy ordered the Department of 

Defense to develop a means for improving combat visibility in a 

heavy-vegetation environment through the use of chemical defoliants. 

At the request of the government of the Republic of South Vietnam, 

the defoliation concept was tested in Vietnam as part of the United 

States military assistance program. By 1964 Defense Department 

studies suggested that herbicide operations, code-named "Ranch 

Hand," had significant military value in counterinsurgency warfare. 

Increasing groundfire against defoliation missions reflected enemy 

recognition of the effecttveness of these operations. 1 

After approval by both State and Defense Departments, a 

permanent Air Force organization was formed, with the original test 

fleet of three aircraft expanding to seven planes. This spray 

flight was attached to the 309th Air Commando Squadron at Tan Son 

Nhut Air Base, Vietnam. Further enlargement of the unit to a 

separate, over-size squadron of twenty-five UC-123 aircraft was 
2 authorized in 1966, with the unit reassigned to Bien Hoa Air Base. 

The use of aircraft-deld.vered herbicides in the Southeast Asia 

environment proved highly successful as a weapon of war. Military 

Format and style for this proposal are taken from PARAMETERS-­
Journal of the US Army War College. 
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commanders at all levels were impressed by the operational results, 

noting that defoliation facilitated intelligence gathering, aided 

offensive operations, and improved security for friendly forces. The 

program was later expanded to include chemical destruction of culti-

vated crops in enemy-controlled areas, reducing the food-supply 

available to insurgent and North Vietnamese Regular Army units 

operating within South Vietnam. By 1969 spray-planes were dispensing 

nearly one-half million gallons of herbicides per month over South-

east Asian targets. Despite this increased effort, the "Ranch Hand" 

organization could not fill all the requests by field commanders for 

defoliation and crop destruction misSions.) 

MeanWhile, the United States faced increasing criticism at home 

and abroad for waging chemical warfare in Violation of international 

conventions. Possible long-term environmental and genetic damage to 

exposed populations also oreated concern within the American sCien-

tific oommunity, While elements in the growing anti-war movement 

found military defoliation a means for focusing mass discontent. 

Propagandists in Communist countries took full advantage of this 

opportunity to charge the United States with committing atrocities 

4 and war crimes. 

In the face of mounting domestic and diplomatic pressure, 

President Richard Nixon suspended the use of some herbicides in 

1970 and, in the follOWing year, ordered all "Ranch Hand" operations 

halted. All on-hand herbicides containing the chemical compound 

2,4,5-Trichlorophenoxyacetic aCid, popularly referred to as Orange, 

were MOved to special storage sites at Beloxi, MissiSSippi, and 

Johnson Island in the Pacific. The spray organization was 

-------------~--~~-'----;"--".--------'------
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deactivated in 1971, although a capability for insecticide dispensing 

was retained. In 1977 the stock of herbicide Orange was destroyed 

by high-temperature incineration at sea under the supervision of the 

Environmental Protection Agency.5 

The major objective of this dissertation will be to trace the 

history of the "Ranch Hand" program from 1961 to 1972. At the same 

time, the dissertation will examine the program in the context of 

chemical, biological, arid environmental warfare. The widespread 

adverse reaction to the herbicide program and the subsequent 

political response of the United States government also will be 

considered. The use of herbicides has remained an active issue due 

to numerous claims by American veterans that they are suffering 

various medical disabilities as a result of exposure to defoliant 

chemicals, particularly herbiCide Orange. I will address this 

aftermath in my conclusion. 

3. Present Status of the Questionl 

No comprehensive history of the defoliation program has been 

published. A volume prepared in the Office of Air Force History, and 

scheduled for printing in 1979, has been withheld. Officials have 

not permitted access to any part of the draft manuscript of this 

study.6 Most of the extant material, published in the late 1960s and 

early 1970s, was written by anti-war or environmental protection 

advocates. These auhtors dwell mainly on the issues of morality and 

international law. Many agricultural studies of the period also 

touch on the topic, although possible adverse effects were not widely 

discussed until the program in Vietnam was nearly at an end. The 
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military aspects of defoliation are reviewed in only a few articles 

in professional military journals, and even these a~ticles tend to 

emphasize the larger topic of chemical and biological/bacteriological 

warfare. Reports of several independent scientific investigations in 

Vietnam during 1969-1971 were not widely circulated and their 

conclusions were frequently disputed. 

As a result of complaints by Vietnam veterans and filing of 

several "Agent Orange" lawSUits, in September 1980 the White House 

ordered an extensive medical evaluation of former "Ranch Hand" crew-

members to determine if chemical herbicides affected the health of 

indiViduals exposed to them in Southeast Asia. The planning of this 

fifteen to twenty-five year continuing program is presently underway. 

It is unlikely, however, that even tentative results will be avail­

able until several years after the first round of medical exami­

nations is complete. 7 

4. Procedure I 

This study will follow traditional paths of historical research. 

The records and reports of: the "Ranch Hand" organizations, stored in 

the military archives at Maxwell Air Force Base, Alabama, will be 

examined to the extent permitted by security classification. I also 

plan to review appropriate materials in the Presidential archives, 

with particular emphasis on the Kennedy and Johnson papers. Data 

will be obtained from as many of the 1,195 veterans of the defoliation 

project as possible, using questionnaires, oral histories, and 

personal interviews. I should note that I was a partiCipant in the 

herbicide operation during 1966-1967 • 

. .... ---.. -~------r--".-------.. '---
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Because of the wide-spread criticism of the use of chemical 

defoliants, I will examine popular literature and media coverage in 

analyzing its effect on the political/military decisions of the 

United States government. This review will include the interna­

tional reaction to American herbicide application in Vietnam. I will 

also consult the reports of several Congressional hearings and of 

various investigative commissions and individual scientists. To the 

extent that they become available, I will inspect any testimonies and 

depositions given during current litigation concerning the "Agent 

Orange" issue. 

-----------------r-----------.. ------ ---.-~ 
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NOTES 

1 
US Department of the Navy, Commander in Chief Pacific Scientific 

Advisory Group, "A Review of the Herbicide Program in South Vietnam," 
by William F. Warren. Report No. Working Paper-10-68, pp. 2-4, 14-15, 
M-42294-1, in USAF Collection, Albert F. Simpson Historical Research 
Center, Maxwell AFB, Alabama (hereafter Cited as USAF Collection)1 
US Department of Defense, Military Assistance Command Vietnam, 
"Evaluation of Herbicide Operations in the Republic of Vietnam 
(September 1962-September 1963)," by Peter G. Olenchuk, et al., in 
USAF Collection. 

2 Arthur F. McConnell, Jr., "Mission Ranch Hand," Air University 
ReView 21 (1970), 89-941 84th Air Division Histor , pp. 42-47, 
K-DIV-834-HI (15 October 19 -30 June 19 7 , in USAF Collection. 

3Narrative, Captain John R. Spey, 30 July 1965, p. 1, and 
"Draft History," 315 Air Commando Group, 1 June 1965, p. 1, K-GP-A­
CMDO-315-SU-RE (1961-1965), in USAF Collection; "Unit History - 12 
Special Operations Squadron," App. 6, p. 8, K-WG-315-HI (January­
March 1969), in USAF Collection. 

4 "USSR Calls for International Probe of Reports of Chemical 
Warfare I US Says Chemicals Used to Destroy Foliage are not Injurious 
to Man," New York Times, 27 April 1963, p. 2; "29 Scientists Score 
Use of Chemicals on Viet Cong Crops," New York Times, 17 January 
1966, p. 41 "22 Scientists Bid Johnson Bar Chemical Weapons in 
Vietnam," New York Times, 20 September 1966, p. 1; Gordon H. Orians 
and Egbert W. Pfeiffer, "Mission to Vietnam, Part 1" and "Mission to 
Vietnam, Part 2," Scientific Research 4 (9 June 1969), 22ff, 
(23 June 1969), 26ff. 

5Bryce" Nelson, "Herbicides I Order on 2,4,5-T Issued at Unusually 
High Level," Science 166 (21 November 1969), 978; Nancy Gruchow, 
"Curbs on 2,4,5-T Use Imposed," SCience 168 (24 April 1970), 4531 
William Beecher, "Use of Defoliants in War Suspended," New York Times, 
23 June 1970, p. 11 US Department of Defense, Assistant Secretary of 
Defense, Health Affairs" "Department of Defense (DOD) Herbicide 
Orange Status Report," LSeptember 1980], pp. 3-4 (mimeographed). 

6 Memorandum, Lawrence J. Paszek, Office of Air Force History, 
to author, 21 October 1980. 

7Speech by Lt. Gen. (Dr.) Paul W. MYers, Air Force Surgeon 
General, before the Annual Reunion of the Ranch Hand Vietnam 
Association, Tarpon Springs, Florida, 11 October 1980 (typescript). 
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DISSERTATION PROPOSAL 

1. Tentative Title: 

"Ranch Hand": Herbicide Operations in Southeast Asia 

2. Objectives: 

In 1961 President John F. Kennedy ordered the Department of 

Defense to develop a means for improving combat visibility in a 

heavy-vegetation environment through the use of chemical defoliants. 

At the request of the government of the Republic of South Vietnam, 

the defoliation concept was tested in Vietnam as part of the United 

States military assistance program. B.Y 1964 Defense Department 

studies suggested that herbicide operations, code-named "Ranch 

Hand," had significant military value in counterinsurgency warfare. 

Increasing groundfire against defoliation missions reflected EmelllY 

1 recognition of the effectiveness of these operations. 

After approval by both State and Defense Departments, a 

permanent Air Force organization was formed, with the original test 

fleet of three aircraft expanding to seven planes. This spray 

flight was attached to the 309th Air Commando Squadron at Tan Son 

Nhut Air Base, Vietnam. Further enlargement of the unit to a 

separate, OVer-size squadron of twenty-five UC-123 aircraft wns 

2 authorized in 1966, with the unit reassigned to Bien Hoa Air Base. 

The use of aircraft-del~vered herbicides in the Southeast Asia 

environment proved highly successful as a weapon of war. Military 

Format and style for this proposal are taken from PARAME~rERS­
Journal of the US Army War College. 
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commanders at all levels were impressed by the operational results, 

noting that defoliation facilitated intelligenoe gathering, aided 

offensive operations, and improved security for friendly forces. The 

program was later expanded to include chemical destruction of culti-

va ted crops in enemy-controlled areas, reducing the food-supply 

available to insurgent and North Vietnamese Regular Army units 

operating within South Vietnam. By 1969 spray-planes were dispensing 

nearly one-half million gallons of herbicides per month over South-

east ASian targets. Despite this increased effort, the "Ranch Hand" 

organization could not fill all the requests by field commanders for 

defoliation and crop destruction missions.) 

Meanwhile, the United States faced increasing criticism at home 

and abroad for waging chemical warfare in violation of international 

conventions. Possible long-term environmental and genetic damage to 

exposed populations also created concern within the American scien-

tific community, while elements in the growing anti-war movement 

found military defoliation a means for focusing mass discontent. 

Propagandists in Communist countries took full advantage of this 

opportunity to charge the United States with cOmmitting atrocities 

4 and war crimes. 

In the face of mounting domestic and diplomatic pressure, 

President Richard Nixon suspended the use of some herbicides in 

1970 and, in the following year, ordered all "Ranch Hand" operations 

halted. All on-hand herbicides containing the chemical compound 

2,4,5-Trichlorophenoxyacetic aCid, popularly referred to as Orange, 

were moved to special storage sites at Beloxi, Mississippi, and 

Johnson Island in the Pacific. The spray organization was 

~~.-~~--~-------~-.,--.-------.---.-~~---------.----r-. 
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deactivated in 1971, although a capability for insecticide dispensing 

was retained. In 1977 the stock of herbicide Orange was destroyed 

by high-temperature incineration at sea under the supervision of the 

Environmental Protection Agency.S 

The major objective of this dissertation will be to trace the 

history of the "Ranch Hand" program from 1961 to 1972. At the same 

time, the dissertation will examine the program in the context of 

chemical, biological, and environmental warfare. The widespread 

adverse reaction to the herbicide program and the subsequent 

political response of the United States government also will be 

conSidered. The use of herbicides has remained an active issue due 

to numerous claims by American veterans that they are suffering 

various medical disabilities as a result of exposure to defoliant 

chemicals, particularly herbicide Orange. I will address this 

aftermath in my conclusion. 

J. Present Status of the Question: 

No comprehensive history of the defoliation program has been 

published. A volume prepared in the Office of Air Force History, and 

scheduled for printing in 1979, has been withheld. Officials have 

not permitted access to any part of the draft manuscript of this 

study.6 Most of the extant material, published in the late 1960s and 

early 1970s, was written by anti-war or enVironmental protection 

advocates. These auhtors dwell mainly on the issues of morality and 

international law. Many agricultural stUdies of the period also 

touch on the topiC, although possible adverse effects were not widely 

discussed until the program in Vietnam was nearly at an end. The 

-----_ .. _--,....,._-----------------_._-------_. __ ._--
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military aspects of defoliation are reviewed in only a few articles 

in professional military journals, and even these aDticles tend to 

emphasize the larger topic of chemical and biological/bacteriological 

warfare. Reports of several independent scientifio investigations in 

Vietnam during 1969-1971 were not widely oiroulated and their 

oonclusions were frequen~ly disputed. 

As a result of complaints by Vietnam veterans and filing of 

several "Agent Orange" lawsuits, in September 1980 the White House 

ordered an extensive medical evaluation of former "Ranch Hand"' crew-

members to determine if Chemical herbioides affeoted the health of 

indiViduals exposed to them in Southeast Asia. The planning ,)f this 

fifteen to twenty-five year oontinuing program is presently underway. 

It is unlikely, however, that even tentative results will be avail­

able until several years after the first round of medical exalni­

nations is complete. 7 

4. Procedure I 

This study will follow traditional paths of historical rtlsearoh. 

The records and reports of the "Ranoh Hand" organizations, stc)red in 

the military archives at Maxwell Air Foroe Base, Alabama, will be 

examined to the extent permitted by security classification. I also 

plan to review appropriate materials in the Presidential archives, 

with partioular emphasis on the Kennedy and Johnson papers. Data 

will be obtained from as many of the 1,195 veterans of the defoliation 

projeot as possible, using questionnaires, oral histories, and 

personal interViews. I should note that I was a partiCipant :In the 

herbicide operation during 1966-1967. 

-_ .. _-........... _._------------
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Because of the wide-spread criticism of the use of chemical 

defoliants, I will examine popular literature and media coverage in 

analyzing its effect on the political/military decisions of the 

United States government. This review will include the interna­

tional reaction to American herbicide application in Vietnam. I will 

also consult the reports of several Congressional hearings arui of 

various investigative commissions and individual scientists. To the 

extent that they become available, I will inspect any testimonies and 

depositions given during current litigation concerning the "A!~ent 

Orange" issue. 

--_. __ ._----.. _._--_.------_._--___________________ ~.-----------------.---------r--' 


