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In the months leading up to the Tet offensive and the siege of Khe Sanh, General William C. Westmoreland
(the Commander of the U.S. Military Assistance Command, Vietnam) came to the conclusion that existing 
arrangements no longer enabled him to effectively coordinate and direct the air teams of the Navy, Marine
Corps, and Air Force in the northern part of the country. The solution was to place fighter, bomber, and 
reconnaissance aircraft under one manager. The officer selected was the Commander, 7th Air Force, which
brought remonstrance from Navy and Marine commanders. In the ensuing debate, Westmoreland held that 
his concept did not affect service doctrine, roles, or missions. The concept was adopted in the event despite
continued squabbling among the Joint Chiefs and field commanders while the control of air assets in I Corps
unarguably improved.
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In the early spring of 1968, General
William C. Westmoreland, USA, the
Commander of U.S. Military Assistance
Command, Vietnam (COMUSMACV),

introduced a single manager for tactical air
in I Corps to make more effective use of
available assets. He wanted to improve com-
bat efficiency and streamline MACV organi-
zation, but what began as an intra-command
reorganization turned quickly into a serious
interservice quarrel.

A controversy began when Westmore-
land named his own deputy for air, General
William M. Momyer, USAF, as the single man-

ager for air in I Corps, with opera-
tional control of all fixed-wing aircraft,
Marine and Air Force. The Marines re-
sisted placing their assets under a non-
Marine commander and the Comman-
dant brought the issue before the Joint
Chiefs of Staff (JCS) who, in turn, after
failing to agree called on the Secretary
of Defense to resolve the issue. But this
did not end the dispute which dragged

on throughout 1968. The issue of controlling
air assets was not unique to the Vietnam con-
flict. It arose in the European and Pacific the-
aters during World War II and resurfaced in
the Korean War. Two decades later, the single
manager controversy was to prove to be one
of the most acrimonious interservice disputes
of the Vietnam era.

The Prelude
With the emergence of air power as a

major element of combat power during

World War II, the issue of control soon fol-
lowed. In North Africa, General Dwight D.
Eisenhower, the Allied commander, initially
had no central direction of his air forces,
with the U.S. Army Air Force acting indepen-
dently of Britain’s Royal Air Force. Then at
the Casablanca conference in January 1943

President Roosevelt and Prime Minister
Churchill established an Allied air command
for the entire Mediterranean area. The Com-
mander in Chief, Air Chief Marshal Sir
Arthur Tedder, controlled all air in North
Africa, Malta, and the Middle East. In North-
west Africa, Tedder was subordinate to Eisen-
hower. Under Tedder was Northwest Africa
Air Force, which consisted of all the air
forces in the campaign. This organization
combined all air elements in the area into a
single structure and allowed Eisenhower to
concentrate his air resources as needed.1

The North Africa experience demon-
strated the type of command arrangements

needed for the invasion of Europe. In August
1943, the Combined Chiefs of Staff decided
to combine Allied commands for both air
and naval forces under an overall comman-
der. Subsequently, they named Air Chief
Marshal Sir Trafford Leigh-Mallory comman-
der of the Allied Expeditionary Air Force
(AEAF), the air component under Eisen-
hower, the Supreme Commander of the in-
vasion. But what appeared good organiza-
tion in theory did not work in practice.
While all tactical air forces committed to the
invasion came under Leigh-Mallory, the U.S.
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Army Air Forces and the
Royal Air Force refused
to put their strategic
forces under AEAF. They
feared a diversion of ef-
fort from the strategic
bombing of Germany.
Consequently, Leigh-
Mallory planned all the
air operations for the
invasion and the first

months of the war on the Continent and
commanded tactical aircraft while strategic
aircraft remained under separate U.S. and
British commands. Tedder, Deputy Supreme
Commander in Europe, coordinated Ameri-
can and British strategic bombers with both
ground and tactical air operations during the
invasion and after forces were ashore. Subse-
quently, in October 1944, AEAF was dis-
solved. Thereafter the U.S. Army Air Forces
and Royal Air Force supported their respec-
tive ground forces in Europe. Coordination
of operations and settlement of problems
were handled by the Supreme Commander’s
headquarters.2

In the Pacific Theater the potential for
trouble over control of air operations was
greater. Army, Navy, and Marine air was as-
signed to two major commands, the South-
west Pacific Area under General Douglas
MacArthur and the Pacific Ocean Area under
Admiral Chester W. Nimitz. But these forces
all cooperated well, and centralized control
never became an issue.

The question of control and responsibil-
ity for air operations arose immediately after
World War II. During the interservice de-
bates of 1946 over unification and roles and
missions, control of land-based aircraft be-
came an issue. The Navy wanted control of
all air required for operations at sea, includ-
ing those based on land. The Army argued
that air operating from land bases should be
under the Army Air Forces.3 The National Se-
curity Act of 1947 unified the Armed Forces
under the National Military Establishment
(soon to be renamed the Department of De-
fense) and created the Air Force as a separate
service. It did not, however, resolve the
question of service roles and missions.
Among other things, the Navy feared the
Army and Air Force were trying to restrict

the development of carrier air forces while
the Air Force believed the Navy was attempt-
ing to assume part of the responsibility for
strategic air operations. Secretary of Defense
James Forrestal met with JCS in Key West
during March 12–14, 1948, to settle the dis-
pute. The result was a statement on “Func-
tions of the Armed Forces and the Joint
Chiefs of Staff,” better known as the Key
West Agreement, issued on April 21, 1948.
The agreement called for integrating the
Armed Forces into “an efficient team of
land, naval, and air forces” and for the pre-
vention of unnecessary duplication among
the services. With regard to specific responsi-
bilities, the agreement authorized the Navy
“to conduct air operations as necessary for
the accomplishment of objectives in a naval
campaign.” It assigned the Air Force primary
responsibility for “strategic air warfare.” 4

The Key West Agreement did not pre-
vent the issue of control of air operations
from arising during the Korean War. There
MacArthur was Commander in Chief,
United Nations Command, and Commander
in Chief, Far East, the U.S. unified comman-
der. His air component, the Far East Air
Force (FEAF), was responsible for control of
all air operations in Korea. Initially, the Navy
component, Naval Forces Far East (NAVFE),
resisted placing its air forces under FEAF, but
did eventually recognize FEAF as the control-
ling authority for air operations. The
Marines participated in Korea as well, and
the Commander, FEAF, asserted that Marine
planes should come under his control, as ex-
ercised through 5th Air Force in Korea, in
support of ground operations when and
where needed. The Marines objected, want-
ing their assets used in direct support of
their ground forces. In the end a compro-
mise was reached. Marine aviation did come
under the control of the 5th Air Force, but
was used to support Marine forces whenever
the tactical situation allowed.5

War in I Corps
Command arrangements governing

Marines deployed in I Corps Tactical Zone
(CTZ) in early 1968 dated from 1966 when
Westmoreland proposed and JCS approved
that III Marine Amphibious Force (MAF) op-
erate as a separate uni-service command di-
rectly subordinate to Westmoreland. III MAF
was comprised of the 1st and 3d Divisions

S I N G L E  M A N A G E R  F O R  A I R

F–4B Phantom II from
USS Ranger striking
north in support of 
3d Marine Division.

U
.S

. 
N

av
y 

(J
.L

. 
M

cD
ow

el
l)

1703 Webb  10/8/97 9:26 AM  Page 90



Winter 1993–94 / JFQ 91

supported by 1st Marine Air Wing (MAW).
The force came under Westmoreland’s opera-
tional control while in the service chain it
was under “the command, less operational
control, of the Commanding General Fleet
Marine Force, Pacific.” 6

This arrangement functioned
well throughout 1966 and for the
first half of 1967 when the Marines
were the only American forces in I
CTZ. But as the enemy began to
concentrate major forces in I
Corps, Westmoreland increased
strength in the region, deploying
the Americal Division in the fall of
1967 and then sending two addi-
tional Army divisions in January

1968. These forces, plus Army of the Republic
of Vietnam (ARVN) forces, constituted a field
army. With this buildup, three air teams were

operating in the area, each with its own con-
trol system: 1st MAW supported III MAF and
units organic to it; 7th Air Force supported U.S.
Army divisions, ARVN forces, and Republic of
Korea marines; and, on a much smaller scale,
Navy carrier-based aircraft, which were outside
of Westmoreland’s jurisdiction, but responsive
to him when requested.7

Early in 1968 Westmoreland became
convinced that the coordination and direc-
tion of the diversified air assets supporting
ground forces in I Corps were beyond the ca-
pability of existing command and control
systems. The large number of aircraft com-
mitted and the close proximity of airfields,
he believed, dictated a more centralized man-
agement of tactical air if he was to concen-
trate air fire power effectively, exploit tactical
flexibility, and provide balanced air support.
He also was concerned that the Marines, who
provided most of the close air support from
Da Nang northward, were not supplying ade-
quate tactical air support for the Army forces.
These developments, plus the fact that Ma-
rine fixed-wing assets now provided only a
relatively small number of the total air sup-
port sorties in I Corps, led Westmoreland to
consider assigning responsibility for manag-
ing all fighter, bomber, and reconnaissance
planes in I Corps to one individual—his own
deputy for air who also commanded 7th Air
Force. This meant giving operational control
of 1st MAW, which then resided with the
Commanding General, III MAF, to an Air
Force general.8

Westmoreland first proposed the single
manager concept on January 18, 1968. He and
the Commander of 7th Air Force met with
Lieutenant General Robert Cushman, Com-
manding General of III MAF, to discuss the
possibility. Westmoreland stressed that only
the fixed-wing assets of 1st MAW would be in-
tegrated into the overall tactical air picture
while helicopters would stay under III MAF.
Cushman objected, however, on grounds that
the proposed system would be doctrinally and
functionally unsuited to his requirements.9

From Saigon to Honolulu
The Commander in Chief, Pacific

(CINCPAC), Admiral U.S.G. Sharp, was also
wary. He cautioned Westmoreland against
changing a system that had worked well for
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nearly three years. Any plan divesting III
MAF of operational control of its air re-
sources, he thought, required “full consider-
ation of all aspects of the problem.” Subse-
quently, the single manager for air concept
was tabled, only to be raised again one
month later.10

The massive enemy Tet offensive, cou-
pled with increased requirements for tactical
air in the defense of Khe Sanh, reinforced
Westmoreland’s desire for a single manager.
“I have given long and detailed thought to
this complex problem,” he told Sharp, “and
have concluded that the situation dictates
the creation of a single management ar-
rangement . . . it is essential that I look to
one man to coordinate this air effort and
bring this fire power on the enemy in the
most effective way in line with my day-to-
day guidance.” 11 On February 19, 1968,
Westmoreland directed that Momyer, in co-
ordination with Cushman, prepare necessary

plans to implement the single manager con-
cept. The plan, he specified, should give his
air deputy control of all assets, less heli-
copters and transport aircraft, and at the
same time provide for “Marine aircraft to
continue direct support to their deployed
ground elements.” 12

The Marines opposed the single manager
concept when it was first proposed. Now
they objected at a higher level. On February
21, the Commandant, General Leonard F.
Chapman, Jr., informed the Chairman, Joint
Chiefs of Staff, General Earle G. Wheeler,
USA, of his “increasing concern” over recent
proposals by Westmoreland for assigning
control of aircraft of the 1st MAW to the
MACV Deputy Commander for Air. Chap-
man said that if such a plan were imple-
mented, it would be “a flagrant violation” of
the Unified Action Armed Forces (UNAAF) 13

and the February 1966 JCS decision fixing
command relations in Vietnam. He found no
deficiencies in air support under the existing

S I N G L E  M A N A G E R  F O R  A I R
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system or any evidence the change would
enhance air support, and wanted to continue
the existing arrangements for air support op-
erations in I Corps without change.14

Westmoreland found it difficult to un-
derstand the Marine concern. On February
24, he explained the problem to Wheeler:

The situation has changed in I Corps as compared
to what it was three years ago or even two months ago.
The enemy has concentrated a major portion of his reg-
ular forces in I Corps. I have had to counter this build-
up with appropriate forces. I have the equivalent of a
field army now deployed [there]. To support this magni-
tude of forces requires a major portion of the air assets
of the 7th Air Force plus the air assets of the [Viet-
namese Air Force] VNAF, carrier forces, and Thai-based
forces. Marine air, therefore, has become a junior part-
ner in the total air effort, but an important one. The
problem is one of coordination and directing all of these
diversified air elements so that the air support can be
put where and when needed in the required quantity. I
do not see how this can be accomplished without one
airman fitting the B–52s, fighters, VNAF, carrier air,
Thai-based air, and Marine air into schedules that do
not conflict with one another. Thus, the old concept of
a geographical area of responsibility breaks down by
sheer magnitude of the forces going into I Corps.15

Westmoreland added that his proposal
would maintain the Marine air/ground team
intact except when tactical situations dic-
tated otherwise. Moreover, he said there
would be no change in service doctrine or
roles and missions.16

Meanwhile Momyer and his staff, after
consulting Cushman, presented Westmore-
land with a single manager plan. Throughout
the planning sessions, the Marines repeatedly

expressed grave concern over the proposal
and its possible long-term implications for
the air/ground team concept. Nevertheless,
Westmoreland submitted the plan to Sharp
who approved it with minor revisions on
March 2, 1968. Westmoreland implemented
the plan on March 8 which directed Cush-
man to make available to Momyer all strike
and reconnaissance aircraft for mission direc-
tion and his tactical air control system as
needed. Momyer would be responsible “for
fragging [assignment of individual missions]
and operational direction of these assets with
all other available assets under his control to
meet the daily requirements of forces in CTZ.
Consistent with the tactical situation, Marine
aircraft will be fragged . . . to support Marine
ground units.” The first missions flown
under the single manager system occurred on
March 22, 1968.17

Enter the Chiefs
With implementation of the single man-

ager concept, the focus of the controversy
shifted to Washington. On March 4, Chap-
man voiced concern over the pending action
telling Wheeler and other JCS members that
Westmoreland’s plan violated the 1966 ap-
proval of III MAF as a separate command. He
could not concur in an arrangement that
would prevent Marine air assets from being
directly responsible to Cushman. He wanted
JCS to advise Sharp that only they could re-
vise JCS-approved command arrangements
and urged Wheeler to obtain Westmore-
land’s plan for JCS review.18 The Chief of
Staff of the Air Force, General John Mc-
Connell, disagreed. In a personal note of
March 4, he told Wheeler, “Westy has now
done something he should have done a long
time ago. He should also, in my opinion,
place Navy air into the same structure. Also,
I consider that Westy has the authority to do
what he has done.” 19

Chapman’s recommendation went un-
heeded until, three weeks later, he raised it
again. He did not concur with Westmore-
land’s action, he told JCS on March 23, and
recommended revoking the single manager
plan. The Marines followed up with a brief-
ing to JCS two days later. The new control
procedure, the Marines said, would result in
an “inevitable” increase in response time for
both preplanned and immediate strikes be-
cause of the additional “layering” of agencies
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in the chain. The Marines concluded that the
overall system in effect prior to March 10
had worked well during nearly three years of
combat, providing flexible and responsive
support to both Army and Marine Corps
ground units. Since the single manager plan
would require more resources to accomplish
similar results, but over a longer time, the
Marines wanted to return to the old system.20

In reviewing the air control issue JCS
sought Westmoreland’s views, including his
reasons for changing the control arrange-
ment. Westmoreland replied in detail, citing
all the justifications previously presented to
Sharp and Wheeler.21 Should JCS rule against
his proposal, he requested the “courtesy” of
appearing before them to explain the practi-
cal problems involved.22

JCS considered the control of air assets
in a series of meetings in early April but
could not agree. As noted, the Chief of Staff
of the Air Force supported Westmoreland,
and Wheeler took a similar position. On the
other hand, the Chief of Staff of the Army,
General Harold K. Johnson, and the Chief of
Naval Operations, Admiral Thomas C.
Moorer, sided with Chapman. Consequently,
on April 21, JCS forwarded split views to the
Secretary of Defense for resolution.23

Out of the Tank
It was militarily unsound, Wheeler told

the Secretary, to dictate to responsible com-
manders of the level of Westmoreland and
Sharp how to organize and command their
forces. He felt that, “Commanders of such
rank, experience, and knowledge of the prin-
ciples of war, who also have intimate knowl-
edge of the specific situation facing them, are
expected to utilize assigned forces and re-
sources so as to maximize their combat effec-
tiveness and minimize casualties sustained.”
He assured the Secretary that the single man-
ager plan was an expedient to meet a tactical
situation imposed by the enemy—the size-
able buildup around Khe Sanh and along and
south of the DMZ. Wheeler did not regard
the single manager system as a precedent for
future assignment of Marine air units or as
affecting the air/ground team concept. The
Chairman argued against directing Sharp to
modify the single manager system. Instead,
the Secretary should direct JCS to note the re-
vised arrangements for control of air assets in
I Corps and advise Sharp that, as the tactical

situation changed, Westmoreland should re-
vamp management and control of those as-
sets “in light of the situation.” 24

During the JCS consideration of the sin-
gle manager question, a principal Marine
complaint was the lack of responsiveness of
the new system and the long lead time be-
tween requests for and authorization of pre-
planned sorties. Total elapsed time from bat-
talion request to first strike, the Marines said,
was “about fifty hours.” Wheeler asked West-
moreland to ensure that such requests were
handled in a timely manner. Westmoreland
replied that the fifty-hour figure was mislead-
ing and said that the new system had actually
improved response time. In any case, West-
moreland directed modification of the system
to meet preplanned air support requirements.
Wheeler told Deputy Secretary of Defense
Paul H. Nitze of this pending modification
and that it would provide the necessary re-
sponsiveness for preplanned missions.25

On May 15, 1968, Nitze decided the sin-
gle manager issue in Westmoreland’s favor.
The unified commander, he said, must be
presumed the best judge of how to organize,
command, and deploy his combat forces. He
also concurred that the assignment of Ma-
rine air units under a single manager for air
should neither set a precedent for central-
ized control of air operations under other
combat conditions nor pose a threat to “the
integrity of the Marine air/ground team.” He
wanted control of III MAF air assets to revert
to “normal command arrangements” as the
tactical situation permitted. He noted the
Marine concern over the responsiveness of
air support under the single manager, but ac-
cepted Wheeler’s assurance that the system
was being improved. Finally, Nitze wanted
Wheeler to review the single manager sys-
tem for necessary changes. Accordingly JCS
instructed Westmoreland in conjunction
with Cushman and Momyer to continue his
review of the single manager system and
submit monthly evaluation reports.26

Nitze did not convince the Marines of
the merit of a single manager. On May 18,
Chapman told his JCS colleagues that the cur-
rent procedure was “unwieldy, not yet pro-
ducing the results it was designed to pro-
duce.” Consequently, he proposed a

S I N G L E  M A N A G E R  F O R  A I R
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compromise. As “an interim measure to full
reversion to normal command arrange-
ments,” he wanted to restore control of Ma-
rine fighter-bomber and reconnaissance air-
craft and control assets, as appropriate, to
Cushman. Such Marine sorties as Westmore-
land regarded as necessary to ensure a proper
distribution of the total tactical air effort,
however, would be provided to 7th Air Force
daily. This modification, he believed, would
not only increase responsiveness and reduce
delay in providing air support, but would be
“a logical transition step to the restoration of
normal command arrangements.” 27

Semper Fatalis
Before JCS could consider this Marine

proposal, Westmoreland announced modifi-
cation of the single manager system. In
essence, the change, to be effective on May
30, would divide strike sorties into two
groups: 70 percent for allocation on a weekly
basis through preplanned fragmentary oper-
ations orders or frags in accordance with
MACV priorities and the remaining 30 per-
cent to be assigned on a daily basis by West-
moreland to meet added requirements in re-
sponse to enemy operations. Under this
revised procedure, a specific and relatively
constant number of strike sorties would be
allocated weekly to major ground com-
mands, including III MAF. Westmoreland be-
lieved the change would provide “greater

flexibility, responsiveness, and continuity in
the management of preplanned air support
to meet the day-by-day requirements of
ground commanders.” Wheeler described
the modification to Nitze as “a significant
step in the reduction of delays caused by ad-
ministrative procedure in handling requests
for preplanned sorties.” 28

The modification did not satisfy the
Marines. After two weeks of operation under
revised procedures, Chapman told JCS on
June 14 that the alterations “still will not
meet the standards of responsiveness possible
within the Marine support system.” Ground
commanders, he said, were required to adjust
tactical operations to accommodate advance
scheduling of the air arm. Hence he could not
accept the modification. Only by possessing
operational control of its own air assets could
III MAF ensure immediate availability of air
support for the troops on the ground.

But Chapman did believe that the modi-
fication provided a framework for further re-
vision. “An alternate interim solution,” he in-
dicated, would be to return operational
control of 70 percent of his available sorties
to Cushman for direct support of Marine
forces, with the remaining 30 percent re-
tained by Westmoreland for daily allocation.
Chapman added that assets returned to Cush-
man’s operational control could be diverted
at any time to meet Westmoreland’s emer-
gency requirements. He felt that this proce-
dure would increase responsiveness, allowing
Cushman to assign sorties to the next day’s
tasks as required by Marine ground comman-
der’s plans while Westmoreland would retain
his prerogative to preempt Marine resources if
needed for emergency situations.29

JCS addressed the new Marine proposal
on June 19, but deferred action pending a re-
view by Sharp. Wheeler told Sharp that it
was not necessary to do more than consider
and comment on the proposal in his
monthly evaluation of the single manager
system. Wheeler noted that reports of appre-
hension from the field indicated the prob-
lem was getting “out of hand” in Washing-
ton. Such was not the case, he said, adding:
I wish to evaluate the control system as now modified
soberly, objectively, and without undue haste. In my
judgment it is only by proceeding in an orderly fash-
ion that we can ascertain the facts of the situation
and correct deficiencies to the end of providing opti-
mum close air support to our ground forces.30
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On June 30, after the modified single
manager procedures had been operating for
over a month, Westmoreland filed his
monthly evaluation. Based on inputs from
Momyer and Cushman, he reported to Sharp
that the system had improved “markedly”
since implementation. The 70/30 split in the
weekly/daily frag orders had proved “a giant
step in the positive direction of providing
maximum flexibility, responsiveness, and
continuity within the mechanics of single
management.” Moreover, Westmoreland said
the 70/30 split provided executive control
while delegating insofar as possible “plan-
ning, allocation, and a degree of control” of
strike support to major ground units. As a re-
sult tactical air support in I CTZ, as well as in
the other corps areas, had improved.

Westmoreland noted that Cushman still
favored total management of his own assets
while Momyer supported current procedures.
Westmoreland opposed the proposal to re-
turn 70 percent of air sorties to Cushman’s
control for direct support of Marine ground
forces in I Corps on the grounds that it would
be double management. Care must be taken
not to vitiate the Marine structure and system
for air/ground support. During the evaluation
period from May 30 to June 26 Marine battal-
ions had received an average of 6.65 tactical
air support sorties per day while Army battal-
ions received 3.03 sorties per day against a
country-wide daily average of 2.14. Hence

there was no reason to believe the Marine
air/ground capability had been impaired.31

In reviewing Westmoreland’s report,
Sharp found insufficient information to sup-
port the statements regarding the effective-
ness of the system and asked Westmoreland
for further support of his statements, specifi-
cally data on the distribution of Air Force
and Marine air efforts in South Vietnam dur-
ing the evaluation period. The new COMUS-
MACV, General Creighton W. Abrams, fur-
nished this data on July 13.32

Two weeks later Abrams informed
Wheeler that he had completed an appraisal
of the single manager system. He cited im-
provements in the processing of air support
requests and a reduction in the administrative
workload. He believed the system could be im-
proved further by “a relatively minor
change”—arranging for III MAF to frag di-
rectly those Marine sorties within the 70 per-
cent weekly frags “or whatever split COMUS-
MACV determines,” which were to be flown
in I Corps. (This would seem to have achieved
essentially the same result as Chapman’s June
14 proposal.) Such an arrangement, Sharp be-
lieved, would improve the evolutionary pro-
cess further without detracting from the over-
all objective of single management.33

Sharp had planned to implement this
change immediately, but Wheeler asked him
to wait. Wheeler did not agree that it was a
relatively minor change. Sharp was retiring
on July 31 and, as Wheeler planned to at-
tend the ceremony, he suggested talking
about the proposal at that time.34 Sharp did
retire on July 31, and Wheeler participated
in the ceremony, but what they discussed or
what decisions, if any, they reached on the
single manager are not recorded. Nor did
Sharp take further action on the matter be-
fore he retired.

On September 4, 1968, the new CINC-
PAC, Admiral John S. McCain, Jr., forwarded
to Wheeler his evaluation of the single man-
ager system. After reviewing all pertinent in-
formation as well as discussions with
Abrams, Moorer, and Chapman, McCain
concluded that the system had improved
“considerably since its institution” and en-
abled Abrams to control the assets he re-
quired to carry out his mission. He noted
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Cushman’s proposal to allocate a block of
sorties for fragging and Abrams’s opposition
to it. He believed that, though the single
manager system still did not give Marines the
responsiveness of their organic control sys-
tem, it was “the best overall use of tactical air
in COMUSMACV’s assigned areas of respon-
sibility.” He thought the system would con-
tinue to improve as procedural modifications
were smoothed out. He intended, therefore,
to continue the current single manager sys-

tem, but to monitor it carefully.
Three days later, on September 7,
McCain notified Abrams of his deci-
sion. With JCS concurrence McCain
rescinded the requirement for
monthly evaluations by Abrams, al-
though both he and JCS wanted no-
tification of any significant changes
in the system.35

Nitze Redux
Based on McCain’s evaluation,

Wheeler submitted a report on the single
manager for air to Nitze on September 16,
1968. He told Nitze of the recent field evalu-
ation, noting the careful and systematic con-
sideration given the concerns of Chapman
and Cushman. He described Abrams’s im-
provements and refinements in the system
as well as his care not to vitiate the Marine
structure and system for air/ground support.
Wheeler noted the Marine proposals for fur-
ther revisions and of Abrams’s opposition.
Wheeler, like McCain, also acknowledged
that the single manager did not give the
Marines their accustomed responsiveness,
but added that air support for Marine forces
had been “equitable under the circum-
stances existing in I CTZ. . . .” He recom-
mended continuing the single manager sys-
tem for as long as Abrams deemed it
necessary.36

Chapman did not concur. While recog-
nizing the improvements made in the single
manager arrangement, he pointed out that,
as Wheeler had stated, the system failed to
provide the Marines with their accustomed
responsiveness. On October 1, he requested a
30-day trial of a proposal by Cushman that
would in effect return tactical air assets in I
Corps to Marine control. He specifically pro-
posed that, “following the MACV weekly al-
location of air effort, Marine air, except that
allocated by MACV outside of I CTZ, be

scheduled by III MAF on a daily basis to sat-
isfy the dynamic air support requirements of
all III MAF ground commanders, Army and
Marines.” He also recommended resuming
normal command arrangements for III MAF
as soon as possible.37

After seeking the views of Abrams and
McCain, and obtaining a review by the Joint
Staff, Wheeler forwarded Chapman’s recom-
mendations to Nitze on November 22, 1968,
stating that the field commanders continued
to support the single manager as the best
overall use of tactical air in I Corps. There-
fore Wheeler again recommended against
any further change.38 Nitze also accepted
Wheeler’s advice again and the single man-
ager system for tactical air in I Corps, as
modified on May 21, 1968, operated without
change during the remainder of 1968 and
throughout 1969 and 1970. The issue even-
tually became academic. With Vietnamiza-
tion of the war, the withdrawal of U.S. forces
initiated in 1969, Marine air operations
steadily declined. The operations fell by
more than 50 percent in 1970 and ceased al-
together as the last Marine combat units de-
parted in June 1971.39

The Last Word
Despite strenuous Marine Corps resis-

tance to the control of its air assets by an Air
Force commander, the single manager for air
worked and provided improved coordination
and direction of air elements in the combat
zone. Westmoreland viewed the initiation of
the system as part of his responsibility “to
use all resources available to me in the most
effective way possible.” It was the one issue,
he later said, where had JCS not supported
him he would have considered resigning.40

The Marines, too, eventually conceded
that the system improved coordination and
control of air resources. Lieutenant General
Keith B. McCutcheon, who served as Deputy
Commander of III MAF for Air during 1970,
confirmed this assessment in 1971:
There is no doubt about whether single management
was an overall improvement as far as MACV as a
whole was concerned. It was. And there is no denying
the fact that, when three Army divisions were as-
signed to I Corps and interspersed between the two
Marine divisions, a higher order of coordination and
cooperation was required than previously.41
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The single manager experience in Viet-
nam proved the value of central control of
air assets in joint operations. When air forces
of two or more services participate, the joint
commander must look to a single manager
to plan, allocate, and coordinate all air re-
sources. While service needs must be accom-
modated, the overall joint mission remains
the primary concern. The issue of joint con-
trol of air resources in the Gulf War recon-
firmed this principle. JFQ
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