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DISSERTATION PROPOSAL 

1. Tentative Titlel 

"Ranch Hand"l The US Air Force Herbicide Operation in Southeast 

Asia 

2. Objectives I 

In 1961)( the President ot the United States, John F. Kennedy, 

ordered the DepJrtment ot Detense to develop a means tor improving 

combat visibility in a heavy-vegetation environment through the use 

ot chemical detoliants. At the request of the government ot the 

Republic ot South Vietnam, portions of the defoliation concept were 

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

program. Under the mission code name "Ranch Hand," use ot aircratt-

delivered herbiCides in the Southeast Asia environment proved highly 

successtul as a weapon ot war. Military commanders at all levels 

were impressed by the project ettects, noting that detoliation 

tacilitated intelligence gathering, aided ottensive operations 

against ene~ torces, and improved security tor triendly torces. 

The program was expanded later to include chemical destruction ot 

cultivated crops in ene~-controlled areas to reduce the tood-supply 

ot insurgent and North Vietnamese Regular Ar~ units operating 

within South Vietnam. 1 

Format and style tor this proposal are taken trom PARAMETERS-­
Journal ot the US Army War College. 

1 . 
US Department ot the Navy. Commander in Chief Pacific Scientific 

Advisory Group, "A Review of the HerbiCide Program in South Vietnam," 
by William F. Warren. Working Paper-10-68, pp. 2-4, 6-7, 14-15, 
M-42294-1 1968 No. 10, in USAF Collection, Albert F. Simpson 
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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 recognition of the effects of these operations. After 

approval by both State and Defense Departments. a permanent spray 

organization was formed. The original test fleet of three aircraft 

was expanded to 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 aircraft was authorized in 1966, with the unit reassigned 

to Bien Hoa Air Base. B.Y 1969)rspray-planes were di8pensing nearly 

one-half million gallons of herbicides per month over Southeast 

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. 2 

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 

Historical Research Center. Maxwell AFB, Alabama (hereafter cited as 
AFSHRC), Narrative, 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. 

2us Department of Defense, Military 1ssistanceCommand Vietnam, 
"Evaluation of Herbicide Operations in the Republic of Vietnam 
(September 1962-September 1963)." by Peter G. Olenchuk, et al., 
Arthur F. McConnell, Jr., "Mission Ranch Hand," Air University 
Review 21 (1970).89-94, 8 th Air Division Histor • pp. 42-47, 
K-DIV-834-HI (15 October 9 - 0 une 1 7, a "nit History -
12 Special Operations Squadron," App. 6, p. 8, K-WG-31S-HI(January­
March 1969), in USAF Collection, AFSHRC • 
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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 

and war crimes.3 

3 

In the face of mounting domestic and diplomatic pressure, 

President Richard M. Nixon suspended the use of some defoliation 

cOllpounds 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, were moved to remote Johnson Island in the Pacific. The 

spray organisation was 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 
4 sea under the supervision of the Environmental Protection Agency. 

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 

3"USSR Calls for International Probe of Reports of Chemical 
Warfare 1 US Says Chemicals Used to Destroy Foliage are not Injurious 
to Man,",New York Times, 27 April 1963, p. 21 "29 Scientists Score 
Use of Chelllicals on Viet Cong Crops," New York Times, 17 January 
1966, p. 41 "22 Scientists Bid Johnson Bar Chelllical Weapons in 
Vietnam," New York Tillles, 20 Septenaber 1966, p. 11 Gordon H. Orians 
and Egbert W. Pfeiffer, "Mission to Vietnalll, Part 1" and "Mission to 
Vietnalll, Part 2," Scientific Research 4 (9 June 1969)122tf, 
4 (23 June 1969)126ff. 

4Bryce Nelson, "Herbicides 1 Order on 2,4,5-T Issued at Unusually 
High Level," Science 166 (21 Novenaber 1969)19781 Nancy Gruchow, 
"Curbs on 2,4,5-T Uu Imposed," Science 168 (24 April 1970)14531 
Willialll 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," n.d. (September 1980), pp. 3-4 (mimeographed). 
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adverse reaction to the herbicide program and the subsequent 

political response ot the United States government also will be 

dealt with. The herbicide operation has remained an active issue 

due to continuing claims by American veterans that they have 

suffered 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 Questionl 

No comprehensive history of the defoliation mission has been 

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

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

officials permit access to any part of the draft manuscript. 5 Most 

of the extant material, published in the late 1960. and early 1970., 

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

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

scientific agrioulture studies in that era also touch on the topio, 

although possible adverse effeots were not widely disoussed until 

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

of defoliation are reViewed in only a few artioles in profeSSional 

military journals, and even those articles tend to emphasize the 

overall topiC of chemical and biological/bacteriological warfare. 

Reports of several scientific investigations in Vietnam during 

1969-1971 were not widely Circulated and their conclusions were 

frequently disputed. 

5Memorandum, Lawrence J. Paszek, Office of Air Force History, 
to author, 21 October 1980. 

4 

-----~..:::..::::--.--'-.~."-... -.- -~ -.----------.------.-,------~-. -----------_. __ ._------.------------



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" 

members, to determine if chemical herbicides affected the health 

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

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

presentl1 underway. It i, unlikel1, however, that even tentative 

results will be available until several years after the first round 

of testing is complete. 6 

4. Procedure I 

5 

This study will follow traditional paths of historical research. 

Primary materials in military archives 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 "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 criticism of the use of chelllical 

defoliants, I will examine popular literature and media coverage in 

analyzing its effect on the politioal/military decisions of the 

United States government. I will also consult the reports of 

6typescriPt of speech by Lt. Gen. (Dr.) Paul W. ~ers, Air 
Force Surgeon General, before the Annual Reunion of the Ranch Hand 
Vietnam Association, Tarpon Springs, Florida, 11 October 1980 • 
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Congressional hearings and or various investigative commissi, 

individual scientists which were published 1n soholarly jour 

a number or disciplines. To the extent that they become aVI 

I will review testimonies and depositions giVen during 

(l~iga~~ ~oncerning Agent Orange.~~ 
-...,-<:::----".- ................ ,"? J-------- '- ------- , 
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DISSERTATION PROPOSAL 

1. Tentative Title: 
[) Pi, .,' o ".,.,d.....;....\ 

Force Defoliation ~ in Vietnam '~ . "Ranch Hand": . f\ 

2. Objectives: 

In 1961, the President of the United States, John E" Kennedy, 
""!!,(I,i, ,,_ . 

ordered th(l Department of Defense to develop a ~pabi~i:ti, for 

jungle warfare through the use of 

At the request of the government of South 

defoliation concept was tested in Vietnam as a part of , 
...,k.; II ~ ~;t"""",- , 

the "Farmgate" military assistance program. Under the @6~"'ame r k.JJ! 1;",.(" 
... "8~~' of ,-,,---''" . I """ 1 

Operation "Ranch Hand," .. air-delivered chemical herbicides 

in the Southeast Asian em'ironment proved highly successful • ." . .- .. , 

Mili tary commanders at all levels were impressed by the ••• III.~" 

etfects of t~~ l'! egPI,m, noting that defoliation improved j.ntell­

"idA-J 
igence gathering, esl' .. iliJ.;l,~~, fac)l,U. .. t...d offensive operations a.gainst 

enemy forces, and provided .ddUirllliL security for friendly forces. 
L. iM tl.o \}: a 1iI,~ IAJ .,.r • 

'i'm. tel' .I1,use of chemical defoliants to destroy "'!!S=_ilIJ .1 _ .. lJr. crops 
\.f.d:'.,u.1 fL.. {;,,,,", ". s "Vl,...e:1 

in enemy-controlled areas ~~~!t11i'(f diUl.<:.ul:Ues of ~ 

<::-~e\l'cl'iYnd North Vietnamese Army units operating in South Vietnam.CD 
" , <,.y..:. ... ".,.;:t, .• / 
By 1964, Defense Department studies ln4laicl ;i;Mt herbicide 
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/1 -ft"iI\ 
expanded f~t to a flight, and ~lly to a separate, oVer-size 

squadron of twenty-five UC:-123 aircraft. Despite this expansion, 
c~, .. d.J. 1-1<1-"" .(; ~f 

however, a.t.. ........ ~_._ the "Ranch Hand" organization ,.l;o;I,_to_i'9S'!'Gnd· 

teo· all the requests by field commanders for defoliation and crop 

destruction missions. By 1969, "Ranch Hand" aircraft were dispensing 

more than 1.2 million galJons ,of chemica~ herbictges per quarter over 
r' ~':\ Il' '/', rl~ ( V,..,I J 1.41/....-< ... 

Southeast Asian targets l:") , - • 
. . IJ 7 

,'hi ,1 \1\ "h ,I ( I .. 
.u,..;!;,Q.e,..ruwbA,e1.do ol"el:'o1:.ion expandea, the UAtted States,," ~ov'ernment 

td k.- 4...1. ttt. ,,,M! ::. • 
faced i.ncreasing '18~ J:d wetd,., criticism IIfor pMo~t'lg .)(chemical)l;, 

',-,i1(lMf{ 
warfare in violation of international conventions. ];Mlh"U"·",,,-o:f'o 

f6ssible l{)ngterm environmental and genetic damage to exposed popula­
(. 1f .... 1:.1'· ( c" "",M 

tions "" .. ae<l./frr"0;rtcry within the American scientific community, 

,£.1.(1 'I'..£A ,;:f, '''' 1ic.. '\N'I,taMJ' 
while ;t,J;,,,, 1"~"7(r anti-war movement found m111tary defoliation a 

~~Pi.Iii)\\~&i!glIt for focusing mass discontent. ~l'Ui'l\Ilfillt f.~opa-
14, t(1w">+IJ<i;,rd' ('>'1 .. ",1\,!, ,.1 

gandists took full advantage of this opportunity to charge th," United 
A (j) 

States with committing atrocities and war crimes. ] 
\ t, I'll ,JiLl I vI' H'tl,r\T)"1 

\/.Met pressure ~ at home and abroad, President Richard M. 

cite, ;'''1 
Nixon) *"t restrict~ the use of certain chemical compound~" 'ind th,m, 

in 1971, ordered ilM-eessation enticrely of. all herbicide operat.ions.", /, "fI..,1 
'Ii..:. ""1, h~,4 fl,!." , . 

M;i.I;;.t.4flg.,.t<>eks'U·f herbicides Were ~±y stored, ~il'o, defoliants 
,"" 

containing the chemical compound 2,4,5-Trichlorophenoxyacetic acid 
, • I 

Were destroye~\ ,~;'~i~h temperature incinera t~~ ~ee;,"-1]"y .... ~'~+.pped. 
ships .... 41,,, at. sea. 

"'" 1(1_ ... 
The spray squadron was deactivated by th'9 Air C;'I, 

'Ir<~'. t il ,;" .• J . (0 
dispensing Was ... 1J4.l'!4;a.4l'led. Force, although ~ capability for insecticide 

+C~f" will be to 8..."..,:l the The major objective of this dissertation 

---_ .. _----_._-_._ .. _. __ ... _------_ .... --
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;I;I".:'I;--Elell,e:Coped und .. ,...'the "Ranch Hand" eoneept;p ~e" primary period of, 

J;ha."si..uc4r",wiil.kba from 1961 to 1972, ~l'eM:odof involvement in 
~"4 l""-"'I',A il;ll:t:,..) (~J\!h!ii'l,,"( !ft(, ntr"'f"~~tt 

Southeast Asill.·-Howev:~r, tbfl dissertati9n ..... o will M¥'i"""'''prerlml" I 

: ~';'~. ",r"'- j 1).,:~". h.J\~{f"-()'i>'('i"') 
.. tctempts at environmental warfare. oIO-a._s.GJ.'·1;Qe adverse wo:d:d-wide 

" h' II (.1" L·., '\L,Hi 1.i,I/, 
reaction to the herbicide progra~al'emph .. sis will be given to 

tloaae...,{;£itiJ:llal )J~d the subsequent political response of the United 

states governmen~. ] I 
-:;1"V\lt,,,lf; '11 . .<... ;." '/,', .' 
~ollgh herbicide missions __ "dt-soontlnuoo nearly a decade ago, 

,', f -r t'l ,"; :. I "', .. 

the" controlfersyhas remained "'H'''re~ due to ~ claims by num'9rous 

h'~I'" J American veterans that they l'I,suffe~lTariouS medical disabili til3s as a 

result of exposure to defoliant chemicals, popularly referred to as 
Jr;jI'j1,,,'(H!. "~"(L,~t, a,/t~V~1t1t1.tk. ;,11 v~'\,j·l ("r.ll< ("'\I'r<;'1 ' 

Agent Orange, I wil~~yze these claims and att$lnpt to det'~rmine 

the extent of their validity and the liability of the United States 

g~vernment under both international agreements~ngOing litigation. 

3. Present status of the Question: 

No comprehensive histo.ry of the defoliation mission has b'len 

published. A " .... 1 ... rlll volume prepared by the Office of All' Forc" 

History, and ;j.!;!::I;=~r scheduled for printing in 1979, .... ~Miri],y has 
,_ \.v ... '?~.,l,_(t,t ,li l,"I\~\ 

b_ ...... b~-<ii<>w,,".with.;in'thebureaQcra tic s truct"u:r-e 0"" ,elfficials w-Pi'" 

~ 
n .. t permit access to any part of the draft manuscript. 

~1 t"e4 Ii " ~'i' j ,,~ .. IN' ItC:.,; a.l" pI< 1,1 ;.,,1 .... ,( 
)!'he M-~-blM'e'..u: the la te ~i"'. s and early seventies. 111 1"" •• \ 1/'''1";1,,, j, '/ 

1",";-1, "I'll, . 
,"';¥'" "~ 

<J,~ted by anti-war ;:.a environmental protection~~~" ,:' ,I. ,"',' 'I , 

{V;O.· 11 ~ tot',.. l l \ f.', "~ ',~, I. ~1 !,~: \. \ """ \<~ ,~, 
"""'PI'I'a'Si.Zins~""l'f&".M.ens""O:r,' morali ty and international law. ...... .. 

i
l 

M:vn""-- !~'\'!\' \ ~-h_"Ajl"" r,;~ 11.;(," ':'1,\ ,<t}(L 

e~\l.e"-amQ,u..,t,,Qt. ... tM Ql._ scientific agricul tur~ a.il.aq touch_"'; ," 
, 

on the top"ic. although 9l9S' _i!SII!"'."ii:tI",,,~e!'!!erttigati.on~f possible ad\rerse 

• __ ,_,~ ______ .. _. __ ,h. __ •• ___________ _ 

.,-.--------'-.--~-----------.--
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""""effects _ not widely discussed until the program in Vietnam 

was nearly cl'>tllplet... The military aspects of defoliation are reviewed 

in only a few articles in professional military journals, and even 

these articles tend to emphasize the overall topic of chemical and 
\ I' I.'L/)'I.,"': (:' 

biological warfare. 1'\I!e several scientific investigations wojlpi:eh.",took" 

place in Vietnam,dsd,,!'1 1969-,?1,were not ~iI._ly: Circulated and 

their conclusions Were frequently disputed. 

As a <lillect result of the Agent Orange litigation ak.4.empts, in 
'I A./ ' ,J 'f " '.' '., .;)," 

$eptember 1980 t.he Presiden:!i' directed ~ a detailed medical 
I 

evaluation of former "Ranch Hand" members) ..... .eonducted to IIci.tnti­
if 

U,o;>.lly ildl~~e:,m~ne what effects '(,~,:<,~~~' ~xpos~rey;~o" ,c~~~ic1 herb-

icides ~ 9"\ the health of indiViduals,'I The planning of this 
... - ..... " ..... ~.'-.' -"~' 11\" '1','\":j'.I~V-'~·;) . 

program is still underway, andAit is anticipated that even tentative 
\.tV\ 1";: I 

results will not be available _ several years after the first round 
~l,4<"'). i" f ': i 

of testing is complete~ The total evaluation project is.-prop<)sed-to 

a..:t.e.nd over the next fifteen to. twent.y-five years, dependent on 

Congressional funding/"l 'I ,A"" ' 

4. Procedure: 
"d 

This study will follow traditional paths of histori5. research. 

r~rimary materials in government archives will be examined t.o the 

. extent permitted by security classification. I currently hav'3 been 

granted a securi.ty access clearance to the "Secret" classific,~ti()n 
l' \'1" +, 

level. I ~1 also review the appropriate materials in the 
A 

Presidential archives, with particular emphasis on the Kennedy and 
;P""~'" 

Johnson papers. Information will be .lj,ogeotJ,y- obtain)led from M many 

of the 1f95 ~ veterans of the "Ra.nch Hand" project as pOiSsible, 

" using w~",n quest1onaires, oral histories, and persol"\~l interviews. 
" 

f;' f 
,,; , I,' ',' 

-;------~-------,---------'--'-------'--.-'------------------------.-.,------------~-~--
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I W'l,-l-",.e.lso rely to a limited extent "IPS\; ",ow.l1_ .experiences .. as a 
, 

partioipant in the herbicide operation during 1966-67, 

As a result of the wide-spread criticism of the use of defoliants, 
,i 

I will~e~Ne examin~ota.....t:".tM popular literature ~,~~1~~" ( . "+ ," "'!\..\ " > :I .,If ..--~ 

toh ext/iIQ;t.._d. eff8ct ~oi,s ~~ on the political/military 

decisions of thE> United Sta te~ govsrnmen"1' I will also consult the 
, \ : \' r, h,J ,I> <I, ,I'; 

reports of investigative commissi6ns". and of con.c. erned individ!l. al 
" I • I . ,,\ I;, "I I.f. '1:, Iii l.f l/t1 ",' _' I' I' 

scientists which were published in various scholarly journals,.\ To 
\ ~ , , 

the ~t that they become available, I will review the testimonit8s 

and depositions given during current litigation concerning Agl~nt 

Orange lawsuits. 

-,----_._----_._--
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