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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Title: Trials of Command: General John D. Lavelle and the Seventh Air Force in Vietnam
Author:- Dale R. White, Lt Col, USAF

Thesis: GeneralJohn D. Lavelle protected the lives of the airmen assigned to the Seventh Air
Force through a liberal interpretation of the rules of engagement (ROE) encouraged by
Pentagon and White House leadership in 1971. The following year, the Nixon White House and
Secretary of Defense Melvin Laird made Lavelle the scapegoat for unauthorized bombings of
North Vietnam; nevertheless, it was Lavelle’s own lapse in judgment that served as the catalyst.
- for a culture of questionable integrity in his command, warranted his removal as com mander of
the Seventh Air Force, and forced his premature retirement in the permanent grade of Major
General ‘ : :

DiscusSion: In July 1971, Air Force General John D. Lavelle assumed command of the Seventh
Air Force. After just seven months on the job, Lavelle found himself relieved of command, '
rushed into retirement, and the focus of congressional hearings regarding his actions as the
“Seventh Air Force commander. Initially citing health issues as the reason for hisabrupt
retirement, the Air Force later revealed publicly that it had lost fajth in Lavelle because of
irregularities in his command responsibilities while executlng the air war. Subsequently, -
allegations of unauthorized bombing and falsified operational reports surfaced in the media. A
media craze and congressional hearings ensued that put Lavelle on public trial and, ultimately,
* forced him to retire at his permanent grade of Major General. After 40 years of silence, and the
~ death of Lavelle, the release of the Nixon Presidential Tapes shed new light on the actions of
Lavelle and brought into ‘question hIS dlsmlssal and subsequent disciplinary action by the Air
Force and Congress :

ConclLJSion: The release of the Nixon PresidentiaI-Tapes and other supporting documentation
provide evidence that Lavelle had authorization to execute protective reaction strikes in
bombing targets in Northern Vietnam. Lavelle pushed the envelope at every opportunity to
protect his Airmen and to influence the outcome of the war; however, a miscommunication
‘with his subordinates changed the climate of integrity in his command. In turn, those looking in
from the outside built a story of a rogue commander who fought his own war and covered h|s
actions through orders to falsify operatlonal reports. The White House and the Pentagon
needed a scapegoat to bridge the gap between the politicians and the American people.
Managing a very unpopular war during an election year had everyone operating under a cloak
of secrecy to prevent the American public from knowing the truth. When the story broke
showing evidence of a very different war, the single letter from an Airman in Thailand set off a
chain of events that captured a nation and ruined the career of a decorated officer. A chain of
events that one could argue was the result of a miscommunication generated by the .
commander himself. From the White House to the Pentagon, self-preservation became the

" mode of operation'and the nation’s leadership invested everything into Iettlng one man take
the fall for the mlstruths of the unpopular war.
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) DISCLAIMER
THE OPINIONS AND CONCLUSIONS EXPRESSED HEREIN ARE THOSE OF THE INDIVIDUAL
STUDENT AUTHOR AND DO NOT NECESSARILY REPRESENT THE VIEWS OF EITHER THE MARINE
CORPS COMMAND AND STAFF COLLEGE OR ANY OTHER GOVERNMENT AGENCY.
REFERENCES TO THIS STUDY SHOULD INCLUDE THE FOREGOING STATEMENT.

QUOTA’I’ION FROM, ABSTRACTION FROM, OR REPﬁODUCTION OF ALL OR ANY PART OF THIS
DOCUMENT IS PERMITTED PROVIDED PROPER ACKNOWLEDGEMENT IS MADE.



PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

| pursued this topic purely through my interest in leadership and ethics in command';
however, tﬁe l;nc;ré [ reééarched the topic, the more detérmin‘t‘ad | Eecame to find the tr-u‘th |
.regarding Lavélle and his command ténure in Vietnam. Many Critics labeled La\;ellé unethical
and moti‘vated by power, yet others saw hir'n’ asa sca;;egoat for leadership failuresjr} _
WaShingtdn. In the end, | rel‘a‘ted to him as a leader ahd'erhpathized with the dilemma He
face‘d,.a's a commander sending his airmen into harm-'s way. Although his Ieac‘le‘rship mistakes -
were inexcusable, his integfity and mdral courage remained unsurpassed. LaveiI‘e\’s story' will
remind me forever that leadership and command is not easy, doing Ythe ffright thiﬁg" is not
aIWays clear, and the unintended consequences of our ac;cions ca n Havé lastfn‘g effe?:ts well
beyond ourtenure as commanders. | _ B
l WOuId Iike‘to thank Dr. Paul Gelp‘i for his constgnt mentoring and encouragement. He
alWays listened té) my thd‘ughts and pushed me td dig deeper and to draw out the truth from
my perspective as an Air Force' ofﬁ(:er.‘ To my wife, Julie, ’and our gfrls, Keﬁnedy and D’e‘Ianey:
’ ydur unconditional support and amazing patie‘nce\duﬁng my long nights and we‘ekends’ of

research, and the even longer nights of writing, are deeply appreciated.



Introduction

“My father was heartbroken and | saw him physically and mentally broken by the ordeal. He fought
" back with the help of my mother and recovered his strength, confidence, and pride before he died of a
heart attack five years later. In the end, | think he found comfort in knowing that what he dld saved
some airmen’s lives, and that was worth more to him than four stars.”*

-John D, Lavelle,Jr., January 2007

In July 1571,‘Air Forcé.GeneraI John D. Lavelle as'sum.ed command ofthe‘Seventvh Air |
Force. Afte.r seven months on the job{ Lavelle found himsélf relieved of command, rushed iat‘o'
: refirement, and the focus of congressional hearings Vregarding his actions as the Seventh Air
Force Commander. The Air Force asserted at first that Lavelle had retirad 'for health.reasons,
‘laut |ater revealed that it had lost faifch in:LaveIIe aue to ”irregularities in the cand uct of his

command responsibilities.”*

Subsequently, stories of unauthorized Bombings and falsified -
operational reports surfaced in the media. A media craze and congressional hearings ensued,

' placiné Lavelle on public trial and unfairly convicting hirﬁ in the media and the court of—public

opinionv.' The Departmeat of Defense (DOD), the Air Force, or Congress made no genuine effort
: ‘tolinves'tilgate‘the allegations or dafend his actions. fhe national scandal desfroyed his ca?eer,
his h’ealth, and nearly his family, and made hina the first gener'ail officer in military history to
retire in;a 1'ower gfade du'a to disciplin.ary reasons.l | |
" General Iohn D, La-vellye,protected the lives of the airmen alssigned to the Seventh Air

' VF'orce through a |ibera|«intlarpretati‘on of the rules of enga’gem‘ent (ROE) encouraged by

.Pentagoh and White Housa Ieadershfp in 1971. The following year, th‘e'Nixon.White Hoase and
: Secreta'ljy of Defenée Malvin Laird made Lavelle.the scapegoat for unauthorized bombings of

A

North Vietnam; nevertheless, it was Lavelle’s own lapse in judgment that served as the catalyst
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for a cu‘iture of questionable integrity in his contw\m‘and, War‘rénted his .removal_as commander ef .
- the Seventh Air Force, and forced his nremature retirement in the permanent grade of Majdr
General. Howeyer, thirtt/—five years after the allegations and his ferced retitenwent, newly -
released information in 2007 led'the Air Ferce to reexamine Lavelle’s actions. To do so, the Air
jS‘taff cenvened an Air Force Bqard for the Correction of Military Reco'rds:' Family and triends of
I:avelle asserted the new information, which included teped conversatione between President
Richard M. Nixon and National Security Ad\tisor Dr. Henry A. Kissinger and others, exonerated
Ladelle. In their view, tne new.’intOrmétio’n;clearedtl‘_avelle of all accusations and presented
information thet should lead ‘to the posth’urnou‘s‘ reinstatement of hisfo'u r-star rank.

The corr‘eetion board cdnvened in October 2009 and determined the actions taken -
against Lat/elle were‘ in error and an injustice. The bnoard concluded the taped White Ho_use
COn‘versations between Nixo:‘n and Kissinger in}dica‘ted the president approved strikes on
surface-to-air (SAIVIA) s:ites and consented to the ‘ch'daracterization of those strikes as “protective
reactions.”> Additionally, the board fou nd the evidence demonstratedthat former Secrete‘ry of
Defense, Melvin Latrd, directed Lavelle to interpret the ROE IiberalW end that senior ’
commanders in Southeast Asia and the 'Pent'agon agreed with his order of liberal interp'retation.‘
and protectNe reactiens. The boa'rd cencluded.that the released tapes corroborated what ‘
Lavel‘le maintained ’all along: he had aqth‘orizetion to bomb the targets in question some forty
years earlier. Afinal piece of evidence Was a memo frorn the former Senate Armed Services
Committee (SASC) General Counsel (Appendix A’) at the time of the congressional hearing;. ‘In

the memo, the former counsel “flatly and persuasively opines that had the information



re‘vea!eld in the Whi;ce House tapevs:b‘éen available to the SASC, the confir‘matibn outcome would
_have been different.”*

The Air Force Board for Correction of Miiitary Records recémmended to the Secretary of
the Air Fo.r:ce and the Secretary .of Defense th.at\‘the président nuominateALaveIIe for retirement |
~in the;grade of Gengral (0-10) with an’ effective date of 7 April 19725 President Bakack H..

- Obama accepted the béérd’s' recommendation ahd nominated Lavellé for;posthurrnous

, restbrétion to the gradé of General (0-10) on 4 August 2010.° The media im.mediately
repdrted.the nomination by President Obar.n'a, fueled by the new information presenfed in
Nixoh White House tapes, as an apparent exon'era;cion of Lavelle for hi‘s éct_ions as the Seventh
Air Force Commander in Vietnam. Lavelle su—ppOrter's viewed fhis asa suitable endtoa gr’évé
injustice, bLJt it only tells a smalrl 'part‘ Ofa complex story whilé leaving countless que;tions V
unanswered and relevant leadership lessons undocukmentedk. ‘Lavelle’s aétions, arguably .
authorized, degraded fhe ‘clvimate of integrity in the Seventh Air Force during his command
‘tenure. Additionally, the actiqnsand ethics of the leaders |n the White House ’and the Pentagon -

are worthy of review, as they influenced the cause, course, and outcome of the case of General

Johh D. Lavelle.

- The Rise of an Air Force General

“I told you about times when the boss had said, "Hey, | wouldn't have given you the job if | didn't think
you could do it." This was the Air. Force attitude. The whole Air Force was one team.”’
-General John D. Lavelle, April 1978, Air Force Oral History Interview

" Lavelle graduated from John Carroll University in Columbus, Ohio in 1938. The following"

~ year, he enlisted in the Army Air Corps as an aviation cadet and received his flying wings and



S
" commission as a second lieutenant on 21 June 1940. In 1942, after serving as a fIYing
ins{fuctor at Randolph Fig!d,.LaveIIe received his first leadership _(;Josition as Vsquadron
commander énd direcvto‘r of flying while assfgned as inAitial cadre at Waco A‘rmy Air Field, Texas.®
He departed WacoA ir3 1945 for Europe fo .‘f'Iy tac’ticél combat rhissions with the 412“’ Fighter
Squa‘dro'n.9 |
Lavelle retume‘d frorﬁ Ehrope in 1946 for assignment to Headquarters Air Materiel
CommandA at Wright Field, Ohio. At Wright Fiéld, LaveI|:e was selected as one of two officers
‘charged With negqtia‘;ing and writing the division of aséets agreements and operating
bro;edures for.t.he,.buildup‘) of the nevs) Air Force establfshéd in 1947. 1 |n 1949, Lavelle
recéivéd an)assi‘gnméﬁt to the U.S. Far East Air Force in Japan whére he pIa{/ed an instrumental ~
fole in the es'gablishment of a supply system in suppt‘art of the Korean War. ‘Upon his fétur‘n .
from Jépan, he confinued ona Ieadérship track,;er_\/i;ﬁg. as a wing, groub, and base comrhander;
as well as‘multiple Héaquarters'Air. Force tours and a NATO tour serving as the“Depu‘.ty Chief @f
Staff for Operations, Heatélquarfers Fourth Allied Tactical Air FOrc.:e. In 1966, Lavelle assumed
‘command 6fthe‘5ev‘enteenth Air Force at Ramstein Alr Base, Germany, which cons‘iéted of the
26" Tactical Reconnaissance Wing, 36" ;l'actical Fightér Wing, 50" Tactical Fighter Wing, and
the 38t Téctical Missilé Wing. The Seventeenth_was a NATO-committed major subcommand of
USAFE with 'its operations spanning Germany, Italy, and Libya. La\'/el‘le Acomvmaynded th;a
Sevéhteenth’s versatile, combat-ready force fully eéuipAped with supersonic jet fighters 'and
tactir;al rﬁissiles with nuclear, ‘conventior;al, and ai‘r—to-air-capabilities.11 His tenufé as

* commander of the Seventeenth Air Force with its breadth of operational assets provided him



thle fandation‘ and éxperience for\future operational as.signment's with greater rank and
responsibility. |
During his tour$ in the Pentagdn, Lavelle made a name for himself asa Major General
| s'er’vingvas the Ch/airman of the Air Staff board. The. ’rélationships he built, mbst notably with
Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara and Secretary of the Air Force Harold Brown, paid
diVi.dends a_s he c_ohtinueél to achieve higher rank and respdnsibility yvithinthe Air Force. In
1967, Lavelle 'returned from Germany receiving a third star and an assignment to theaDéfense .
' 'C'orﬁmunications Planning Group (DCPG) established by Secretary McNaméra. Lavel[e worked
on classified sensor projécts designéd td stop or slow down the fnfiltration from North Vietnam |
to South Vietﬁaﬁw.12~Lave||e reported directly to I\/IcNamara in DCPG and often direct'ed the Air
Force on specific budgetary and service acquisition actfoﬁs. In this capécity, Lavelvle Ofteh found
himself at odds wifch the Air Force Chief of Staff, G}e‘neraAI lohn Ryan, on'acquisi.tiOn‘ and sensor
issues Ee‘g‘arding the F-4s and drones in Vietnam. Many of the project and operational issues
Lavelle championed in DCPG eﬁded up with Ryan for a service decision.”®
| By the end of his DCPG tour, Lavelle had won récognition throughout the Pentag'on for
) ma'king DCPG effective while keepiné itsLmique aéquisition |:.)r(.3grams on time and rc).utine]y
un'deij budgetf Lavelle’s reward for hig great suéces’s in DCPG wo,uld.cor.ne in the form of a
) reqUest from ng‘eral Ryén folr him to review the troubied Air Force C-5 program and a
prbposed solution to get the program back on track after a string of late d.el-iverieé, cost
oVerruns, an.d contract disputes. The plan, yvhich cansisted of assigning 408 Air Force personnel

to Lockheed to oversee and manage the program, essentially placed the Air Force in charge of

the management and operations of the Lockheed C-5 manufacturing plant.*

10



AAfter'research and deliberi:'ition, Lavéllé infofmed Ryan the proposed solution was a
: terrib|e plananda “|ose-lose” sc'enjario for the Air Force. He believed i'F set a bad precedent .
with defense contra_ctqrs, énd further majntained the Air Force would receive the blame‘ if the /
‘program continued on its path to failure. Hdwevér; Ryan had already committéd to the plan
‘ and chose Lavélle as the Air Force general to lead the effort. Lavelle‘voiced adamant
dis‘avg“re'em‘ent with the (;hief’s decision; however, as an Air Fércé officer he would ultim‘ately
foll.ow}‘tyhe Chiéf’s orders.”
Shortly after the meeting with Ryan, Lavelle received a rﬁ‘eésage from Ryan’s staff théf.
‘he was to meét with the éec_retary of the ‘_Ai’r Force that even‘ing regarding the Lockheed plan.
After meeting with Secrétar’y of the Air Fé)rc‘g Robert-SeamanS in which he shared his concerns
'regarding the Locl<h‘eed plan,‘Lavelle’s comments quickly generated a firestorm with Ryan.
‘LéveHe’s meeting with the Secretary derailed ;che Lockhéed plan énd, in Laveile’s vie'wA, caused -
Ryan-great embarraé'smen‘t within the Pentagon. In an jntérview years later, Lavelle related
that Ryan ‘aC‘cused Lavelle_of.going behind h{s back to t.he-Se‘cArétary and undermining his
decision oh the Lockheed planl In Lavelle’s analysis, his actions so incensed Ryan that he
reversed his deciSioﬁ to assign Lavelle as the Commanz‘iing.GeneraI ’of;l'rainving‘Command.l‘5 The
“Training C‘ommand‘a‘ssignVrﬁeﬁt was a premierevassignme'nt at the time and often resulted iq
officers moving on to a fourth s"fa’r and bigger command assignments. VRy.an told'LaveI-le he had
“blown” the Trainfng Com mand.assig'nment," and Lavelle believed thqt his twent-yv-nine year Ajr
Force career would soon end.
" In 1970, the Air Staff assignéd Lavelle as Vice Commander of Pacific Air Forces at Hiékam

Air Force Base, Hawaii. He'and his wife treated the assignment as a farewell tour since they

11
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had never been tc; Hawaii, and fhé re.cent events ‘_chat occurred in the Pentagon with General
Ryan all but ended his éaréer. “Although assigned as the Vice Commander of PACAF, Lavelle

| vposses‘sed no ‘authoriity or resansibility' to nﬁake any command decisions, which cotnfirnﬁed’his
A greatest fear that he was ”pﬁt out to pasture” while Ryan awaited his retirement pavpers.17

i

However, less than one year into the PACAF assignment, Lavelle received the nomination for his

fourth star and command of the Seventh Air Force. The nomination came as a great surprise to -

Lavelle, but .hé iater conteAnded ina pést-retiremen‘t interView that fhe relationships he buiit
with the Secretar;/vof Defense,qnd the Vietnar‘ﬁ 'commandin‘g generals while in DCPG pléyed'\aﬁ
significant role in his selection. Despite Ryén's displéasure with Lével‘le over the Lockheed
debaclé,/ Ryan still had to nominate Lavelle for the assignment and the promotion. Before
taking command i.n Saigbn, Lavelle retufnedito Washington inan attempt td meet with Ryan in .
search of any speciél inst‘ru‘ct‘ions for his néw command assignment. After trying féf several
déys to meet with Ryan, the Vice,Chie% of Staff explained to Lavelle that Ryan Was too busy to
meet with him and relayed fo himvthat‘Ryan only requested he “imp.rove thé relationship with

the Army."*8

A Commander in Action

“All of my judgments were made as a field commander acutely mindful of my often anguishing
responsibility for the protection of the lives and safety of thousands of courageous young airman in my
command.”” ‘ p : '
-General John D. Lavelle, Testimony to the Senate Armed Services Committee, September 26, 1972

On 29 July 1971, Lavelle assumed command of the Seventh Air Force. He arrivAed in
Saigon and began his official duties as Seventh Air Force Commander on 1' August 1971, He

commanded all Air Force units in Vietnam and Thailand and served as deputy commander for

12



: air op’e‘ratiokns for the Militar’y« Assistance Command Vietnam*(.MACV), under Arhy General
Creighton T. Agrams. Major G.eneral‘\‘Ni'nton W. Marshall Served as Lavelle’s kVice Commander
| _during most of his tenure as Sevénth Air Forc.:e Commlande'r. Major’GeneraIkAIton D.rSla'y, the -
former acting commandér c)f the Seventh Air Force, served asv Lavelle’s deputy.chief of staff for
operations.and charged with rele;ying Lavelle’s orders and directivés to the wings under |
command of the Sevénth Air Force.
Lavelle took cbmmaﬁd of the S‘eventh Air Force during a period of rising anti—war

sentiment.®® Seeking a political solution to énd the war, Kissinger was holding secret
’ negotiatibn§ With‘t‘he Démo;ratic Republic ofVietnah (’Fhe North Vjetname;e) to put an end to
the long and bloody conflict.** Kissinger knew a presidential election was looming in. .
© Washington, and Nixoh,ﬁad to make good on his campaign promise to‘put an end to the.
'unpopﬁ‘lar war if hve was to bg re-elected. .Afterthe Johnson administration suspended

ROLLilNG THUN[;ER in 1968, all bombing over Northern Vietnam ééased to ivnduce‘peéc‘e
“negotiations. Nixon continu.ed this policy iAn hopes of making good on his promise to gét the

U.S. out of V’ietnam. Additio.hally,‘Ni.xon and-Kissihger secretly plénned a diplomatic trip to the .
‘ Pe;JpIe’s Republic of China (PRC) for early 1972, and any 6ffensivé action in Northern Vietnam
“would place drip.[o‘matic.’efforts wifh the PRC in serious jeopardy..zzf | y

jl'he A‘ir Force continued to execute an intensive reconnaiséance cémpaign; however,

any offensive actions were counter to the effarts of those in the Nixon Whité House who
needed a quick end to the Wér. Leadership in the Whité House a_nd the Pentagon esta bI‘ish.ed>
stringent rules of engagement (ROEs) that Iimiteﬂd. any form of offensive air activity and only

provided pilots the authority to fire their weapons if actively engaged by the enemy.
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Commanders in Saigon viewed this}RoEv as polit_iéaljy moti‘vated and unduly res.trictive while
intfoducing great risk to U.S aircraft and‘ aircrews. An addit‘ional complication was that the

: ROEs.were‘ always changing and were nevef a neét list ore; com.plete manual 'one‘ could easily
decipher, bfL\Jt a mass co‘mpvilation of wires, méssages, and directi\)és that came from higher up
in thekchain of’command.23 | | |

The central theme of all ofthe ROES was'fché pkrOhibition of U_SA, aircraft from firing at.
targets in Northern V'ietnam unless the aircraft were “fired” at or ”acvtli\’/ated_” against by enemy |
radar. In the early stages of the war, the enemy missile sites maintained control of the surfac'el-
to-air missiles (SAM). U.S. pilots received warning in the cockpit from radar homing and
Wa’rning (RHAW) gear when “locked on” by enemykradar givinéthe pilot time to react and -
execute evasive maneuvérs before the,missﬂe laun‘chéd.‘ Once réceiviﬁg fife or activated-
against ,b‘y;r‘adér, U.S. pilots CtIJuId,executera prbtective reaction strjke in self-defense.®*

La‘v’ell‘e inﬁerited a dvire sjit'uation with extremely difficult aﬁd complex rules of
engagement. He viewed the issue as a t'hréé-fold problem that conﬁpounded over fime. First,
!La\./élle‘wa‘s up alm'ost every night concerﬁéd fon;the safety of his air‘crew.\ Duringthe years
between 1968 and 1971, the enemy began to epr0|t the u. S ROE by establishing weapons
arsenals and fighter bases to launch agamst U.S aircraft flying in nor‘thern South Vletnam ln
additioﬁ to the increased presence, by mid-to-late 1971 the Northern Vietnamese had rea‘lized »
great leaps in anti-air technology a.iding‘in their execution of tﬁhe. war. In 1968 the e;emy was
unable to track U.S. aircraft e'ﬂectivély, however, by late 1971 leaps in technology allowed the
ehner"ny to intercdnnect its rad'ars to‘ génerate specific targeting data on U.S. fighters and

bombers.”> The Northern Vietnamese netted the Fan Song fire-control radars with the Bar
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Lock, Wniff, and Spoon Rest ground control intercept (GCl) radars. The GCI radars fed thé |
targeting data to the an Song radar, allowing the Fan Song radar to rémain off until missile’
Iaunch...The RHAW gearvin U.S. aircraft gave pilots warning iffracked by the Fan Song‘rada'r; ,
~hnwener, it .cou‘Id not detect emissions from the GCl radar. This gavé pilots !ittlelwarning o.f a |
missile Innnch and made flying signifiéantly more hazardous to U.S. aircrews.”® Addressing ';he
concern ovér tne safety of his ‘airmen, Laveiie made numerous requéstg for relief'from the
standing RdE to execute the bor‘nbi{ng of SAM sites, ﬁg‘htervbas'es, a}nd AAA sites that unduly |
jeopardized the missions and aircrev(;sl The Pentagon denied .each réquest and instead scolded
hi’rn each time for not being more aggressfve |n exec'uting ;che air campaign.

The sec0nd’fo|d of Lavelie’s problem Was the rise of Nortnern Vietnamese aggression as
they prlépared for offensive action tn occur |éter in t‘he dry'se‘ason. in late 1971 and early 1972,
the Northern Vietnamgse began bu\ildin.g (Jp forcesk an& eq_uipment.ne'a_rthe Demilitarized Zone
(DMZ) prepar'.ing‘for the “Easter Offensivé” in the spfing of 197‘"2. Afte_fthe addition of
, thouéands of SAM and antiaircraft ba&eries, the No.rthevrn Vietnamese fired more than 200
: sur.face—,to—air missiles at U.S. aircraft between NJovember and Feb‘ru‘ary; an increase of 20 over
thé same time frame in the previdus y“_ear.27 Additinnally, the number of incursions with enemy
MiGs incréased by a factor of 15 as well.?® In the dry season of 1971—75 (N_ovémbér = Marcn),
Hanoi éugcessfully downed eight aircraft and forced U.S. reconnaissance missions to lt’emp‘loy |
multiple escort fighters to gounter the expanding threats to pilots.? Northern Vietnamese
aggression had reached an all time hiéh with no‘foresyeeable end tn thg elevating threat.
Abrams’ and Lavelle notified leaders in the Pentagon of the North’s build up and intelligence

warning of a pending attack, however, Pentagon leadership ignored the warnings and again
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denied all requests to address the threat through expandéd' offensive activity in- the ail.'
cz\xmpa.ign. |
The final fold of Lave.lle's prob‘lem was trHe Pentaéon's continued préss‘ure for increased
aggressiveness in the air (gampaign, which w;is a comrﬁon themé with message traffic and high-
level visitors to Saigon., Air power-was now the focal point in the Vietnam War and wduld serve
as the ﬁnal“ blow to in.duceANokthe'rn Vietﬁam to negotiate an t\and to the conflict.®® Recent
combat losses and enemy activity generated hedia coverage that‘dic! hot corroborate the
rﬁessage. Nixon's‘pélit:ical machine Bad advertiééd to the An';'erican puvblic. The ’Southerl"n
'Vietn‘amésé were ih charge of their.o’wﬁ defense and fhe Americans were comihg home.
On numeroué 6ccésions, the rhessagé from the Péntagon Was that the standing ROE
| encompassed émple authority to‘execute the war sutcessfully, if one interpreted it proper‘Iy. ‘Inl '
early November 1971, three m;ontlhs into Lavelle’s touf, the Chairman of th‘é‘Joint.Chiefs, |
Admiral Thorﬁas H.’ Moorer, visited éom’manders in Saigon. D'uri'ng thevvisvit, Admiral Moorer
endorsed a plan to-attéck the MiG airfield at Doﬁg Hoi. After the strike, Admirél Moorer‘and
General Ryan, as well as other leaders in the Pentvagon’, re.\/i'eWe;,d the results of the attack
witHouf ever questidnihg its pre—plavnr}ed nat~u.re'. The Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) only suggested
morevcar:evful planning fn future attacks. %
Later in November 1971, General Br-uce Holloway, the Comm.andel; in Chiéf of Strategic
Air Command, took the unprecedented action bf grounding all Air Force B-52s in Vietnam out of
5 fear for the safety qf his afrcr‘ews. Holloway co‘ntended his crews were ét greater risk du~e to *
increased agéressi‘on by the Northern Vietnamese MiGs.* Hdllgway;s decision forced the JCS

. to address the issue of aircrew safety in Vietnam, and was the catalyst for a commander’s
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'coﬁference in Honolulu, Hawaii in early De(;ember 1971. During the conference, Lieutenant ‘
General John Vogt, director of staff for the JCS, scolded field com’rrbmander's for laci,<ing flexibility
‘in interpreting the existing authorities provided by the standing ROE. Vogt also highliéhfed that
“the ICS would not question any targets or resultant d?mage from prbtecti_ve reéction strikes.33’
Subsequently, three days following the conférehCe Secretary of Defense Melvith Laird visited
Lavelle in Saigon and reinforc’ed the need ;‘or him to maké amore Iil;era| interpretation of the
ROE in the field. f Laird told him that he should not come back to the Pentagoh and requ’,ést
additionai authorities under the current politic,aly'clirvnate, and assured Lavelle he wou|d’”back
him up” with his liberal intérpretation of tHe ‘FIROE.' Laird élso stated it would be very unlikely
that his staffwoulvd quesfion Lavelle’.s actions wh“ile' executing any liberal interpretation of the
ROE.* |

Aftef the Honolulﬁ conference in December of 1971, Lavelle establis;h.é‘d his own
interpretation of the ROE based on the emerging threat prese:nted by the capability of the
»North Vietnamese to network théir the Fan Song fire-control radars with fheir.GCI radars and
a’ftack US aircraft without notice. Specifically, Lavelrlg redeﬁned"’.activétéd agaiﬁst’” by
" contending the GCI radars remained on; and that enemy radafs engaged U.S. aircraft everytime
a ‘pilot"ﬂewva missjon into {Nprthé,rn Vietnam, thereby authorizing pilot; to execute a protectiVé ’
>réaction. strfke in seh‘-defeﬂnse.a'5

As Northern Vietnamese aggression expanded, so did Lavelle’s interpretatyion of the ROE
to protect his aircrews. On 23 Jénuary 1972, Lavelle ordered a plénned protective reaction
’strike againét é MiG at Dong Hoi airfield th;]t routinely threatened U.S. aircraft. The strike was.\

- successful; however, the exchange that occurred in the command post after the mission will
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forever serve as the coreerstone'for the LaveIIe‘case. During the return flight, the p‘ilot |
reported, “Expended all ordnance, the mission was successful, no enemy reaction.”*® Lavelle,
present at the command post that evening, imm’ediatelt/ snapped, “We cannot repOrt no
reaction...he must always report enemy reaction!”37ﬁ Subseqcterttly, Lavelle pulled Major
General Slay, deputy ch'ief of statf for operetions, aside in the cOmr.nand' post and reinforced the
need for every mission flown to ,report‘an enem’y‘ reaction. Slay claimed to fully uﬁclerstand the
meantng of his commander‘c di’rective and tssued the same direction out to all wing
cemman,ders. T’lme would ultimately prove that Slay misgndersto_od'the meaning of Lavelle’s
order, and set into motioh a patterh of questionable behavior thre'ugho‘ut the commend.
AIthtouvgh Lakv‘e‘He tailed to explain his direction clearly, he defined enetny reaction as the hostile
- GC radar that activated on hr'ls pilots durihg every U,S. rﬁissiort fvlow‘h.38
What initially started as protective Vreactie'n strikes in self-clefen'se of his pifots, quickly
expanded to plan‘tled protective reaction strikes agatnst SAM sites, AAA batteries, and targets -
that possessed military v‘alu‘e but tepresented hothreat to us. aircraft. Additionarlly, the pre-
planned protective re‘act'ion‘strikes involved planning details that included addrescin'g weapons
loads, specific routes in and out of the strike'area,"di,ve angles, and specific aim points.®® Pilots
exeCUted the ttlissions as planned and, as ordered, repQrted hc"sticle enemy reaction on every
.o'peration"al report filed.‘ On numerous occasions, aircrews felt comp.elled to fabricate stories of
hostile enemy fire and reported differenttargets from what they actually engaged du'ri‘ngthe
mission to fulfill Lavelle’s otders regardiné operational reporting.4° Units 'atchiVed all of the
operational reports generated by aircrew for administréti\(e purposes to maintain ;n accurate

record of sorties flown. In contrast, wing commanders prepared Special category messages or
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' "Specats"»fovrw;rd‘ed up the chain‘t‘osenior leadership in MACV, Seventh Air Force, PACAF, and
the Pentagon for evaluation and review. The Specats ‘prépared by the wingvAco>mmanderAs a;nd
wing s;faff reflected true and accuratél d'ata,rega;fding each ofthe protective reaction strikes.

'/’-\s the planﬁed protective Kreaption s’%rikes continued, so did the falsification of
operational reports by~aircrevys thkét r‘nis‘underst:ood the intent of Lavelle’s order regarding
enemy reaction. 1.'he Eeporting requirément finalfy surfaced‘-és én is~sue‘;/vhen an Airman in the
Intelligence IDivision‘of'the 432™ Tactical Reconnaissance Wing completed the task of -
debriefing Creyvmembers retdrning froma _missipr&. When he asked whether théy re;:eived
hostile fire the crew responded, “No, we didn’t, but we'have toreport it anyway.”** The
Airman initially chailenged"the'req‘uir‘emAent to falsify the répoﬁs, hoWeVer, after meeting With
his i‘mmed.iate superv.isor and ofﬁ,cer in charge received a direct order to cdrﬁply with the
reporting requvirement[ The wing inspector general, also the vice wiﬁg commander, complied
with the rép?rting requirement; leading the Airman to believe h>evhad~no' real aveﬁue to

: addvrclass his concern up the chain of comman‘d. |

During the same ti‘méfrar‘r;e,grant‘ing the authority to execute planned protective -
rea‘ction strikes su'rfaced in t.he Nixon Whit-e House to induce the North Vietnamese to comé to
the negotiating table. On 3 February 1972, Nixon addressed thé issue in the Qval Office with
Kissi“nger and A‘r‘nbassador EIIsworth F. Bunker, the U.S. envoy to Saigon. Bunker requested

‘ additional authority for protéctive reaction strikes on behalf of General Abrams, which the‘

' pkesideht granted during the meeting. As highlighted in the White House tape tran‘séripts
released in 2007 (Appendix B), Nixon clearly granted the authority for the iolanned re_act'ic‘in

strikes and expanded the terminology to “preventive reaction” strikes. During the discussion,r
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,Ni;<on and Kissiﬁge’r .highklighted thex necessity for‘ secrecy in executing the e‘xpanded authority-
fearing the news of increased blombing might send-the wrong message to the American public _
régérding the endiofthe war. lNixon ‘con”clAud.ed the meeting with éuﬁker discussing the
expa‘;wded authorities and stating{ ”Dq’ if, but don’t say anytf;in‘g.”“u A'few days later, Ad miiral |
- ‘ ‘l\-/loorer sent a top-sec‘ret méssage '(A)pp(én_dix C) tO‘commanders in Saigdn high|igh‘ting the
expand’edvauthor.ities, and the rﬁénd ate of secrecy surrounding the ROE ;hangé.43 THis is the
only formal communication Lévelle wotﬂd ever receive regarding Nixor’\”s épprovél to expand .
, thé ROE to include protective réaction strikes. |
The intelligeﬁce spec'ialis_t in th;a 432" Tactical Recpnnaissaﬁce Wing continued to follow

\ ofders ;ver the next two months and falsifiéd oper’ativonal"réports frorh the planned protective
reaction strikes. Genuinely disturbed bi;‘;che reporting requirémenfs and his role in these’
. actions, on 2'5.February 1972 he wrote a letter t‘o Senator Harold E. Hughes (Démocrét-IOWa) to'
report the ]ﬁcidents and ROE \)iblations. Senator‘Hughes sent the letter to Senator W Stuart
Syvm'ln'gtoln (DemO'cratQMissouri) who forwarded it to Secretary 6f the Air Forcg Rovbert
Seamans. The letter made it'/i/nto the hands of the Air Force Chief of Staff Geﬁeral John Ryan on

8 March 1972.%

The Fall of a Commander

“No way. | consider myself, well, | know | was a very popular commander, and the people down the line
were trying to do what they thought | wanted.-Somebody, somewhere, and certainly not that ca ptain,
made a foolish mistake, probably me, but the last thing in the world that will ever happen is to have an
investigation. If we did anything wrong in the Seventh Air Force, it's my fault and there will be no My Lai
in the Air Force.”* '

_-General John D. Lavelle, April 1978, Air Force Oral History Interview
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General Ryan fmmédiat'ely dispatched the Air Force Inspector Gen'eral (1G), Lieutenant
General Louis Wilson, to Saigon to investigate the allegations outlined in the letter.*®. Over the
next weel, Wilson“interviewed everyone inQoIvea with the allegatioﬁs té include pilots,‘
aircrews, intelligence officers, yving commanders, Major General Slay, and 'La'velle.. Lavelle
provided detailed rationale regarding his libéral irjterpréfatién of the ROE; however, Wilson
disagreed as hé had already a‘ccept‘ed the publicly advértised ROE as the basis for his
investigation. Additionally, Wilsoh.SUrprised Lavelle with thé falsified reports he provided for.
review durir;g the meeting; Lavelle had .never seen or heard of these reports and was
complétely unawére. o‘ftheir existence until the meétinrg with Wilson. La:velle.dis‘covéred the
o.}:lération.al»repor'ts required alevel of detail that prevented pilots from li‘stihg hostile Aenémy
radé-r as.an enemy reaction. The.string’er;t design and high level of detail in the reports required -
aircrews to f’él$ify the docﬂmen.ts to cbmply Wifh Lavelle’s orders. Although LaveI-Ie adaméntly :

‘ objec‘ted to the ROE violations outlined in the IG report, he-éssumed full Ar_evsponsibility.for. fhe
‘miscommunication within his command that led to the falsified opérational_réports. He fu_rther.
stated his_brdér‘s were unclear and subject to misinterpretation, émd that tyﬁe is%qe occurred in

his command making it.entirely his fault as the commander.?’

The’pfut'come of Wilson’s report concluded Lavelle violated the ROE and.ordered the
falsification of the operational reports to cover up the ROE Qiolat,ions. Wilson repAorted his ..
findings to Ryan on 20 March 1972. ‘Ryan immediately summoned Lavelle back to \'Nashin,gton
. to d%5cuss the I1G report ;cmd aIlegationé of ROE violations a'nd.false réporting within‘ the Seventh
‘ Air‘ Force;48 Qn'21 March 1972, a day éfterthe Pentagon received the I1G report;' Adfniral

Moorer sent a second top-secret message to commanders in Saigon. The mysterious message
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state.d the protective reaction sfrikes were ""rAec'eivving significant attention in the US media a‘nd
rescinded the secret ROE change that tookv éffect less than two months,ea.rl‘ier."Jrg

On SuAnd;ay, 26 March 1972, Lavelle returne'dj to Washington and reported to Ryan’sA
‘personal quarters as directed.-Ryan and Lavelle debated the detail and validity of each of the} |
allegéd ROE vio[étions listed in the IG report prepared by Wilson. Aﬁer a lengthy exchange, .
R;yan cor!ceded that the alleged‘ROE violations were kpartially unjhstified, but abruptly informed-
Lavelle that it was thé issue of false‘ reporting under his command that required him to take
‘disciplinary actiyon. Ryan relieved Lavelle of c‘o‘mrﬁand of the Seventh Air Force for the
violations ou'glined in the IG report and offered him the option of retiring as a lieutenant
_gemeral (3-star) or acéepting reassighment in his‘perma,ment grad‘e of~major genera! {2-star).”? |
Lavélle refused to do so and demanded to meet with seCretary of Defense Laird or Secretary'of'
the Air Force Seamans fopresent his case. Ryan a'greed to sched@le the rﬁeetiﬁg dufi’ng the
coming week for Lavélléto m‘eét with the civilian leaders. Lavelle attembted for fer
consecutive days to mee’f with either Laird or Seamans but both secrefaries ultimatély refused
to meet with,h’imv. After Ryan expressed to him that his continued puréuit of the matter would
-~ likely r_esult in diScipliﬁary action for others under his ,cdmmand, Lav‘eIIe agreed to retire in the
: grade of lieuteha‘nt ge‘vr‘leral.':‘:L Subsyec‘quently, Lavl'elle received his retirement physical that
identified he had coron'éry aftery diSease, a:heart murmur, em physema, and nurﬁerous other
sériou; heaIt(h ailménfs. At the conclusion oftthe retirement physical, Ryan released a m‘essage
on7 Abril 1972 stating that LaveIIe’\’Nas rqti.rinéfor.personal’and health reasons‘. Liveu/tenant

General John Vogt replaced Lavelle as the Seventh Air Force commander.®? All of the



- aforementioned acﬁons occurred without Nixoh or Kissinger ever réceiving not’yiﬁcation of tHeA
alleged violations that reéulted in the firing.‘of Lavelle as 'Fhe Seventh Air Force Commander.>3
The following mbn\ths proved to be a tumultuous period for Lavelle ah;d‘the U.S. Air \'
'Forc'e.. On 15 May 1972, Congressman Otis P_ike (Democrat-N'ew York) gave a speech on thé ‘
floor of the House of thé Representatives calling for General Ryan and the Peﬁtagon to tell the
-truth about.Lavelle’s retirement. Cjo.ngre'ssman Pike chéllenged the claim that«»LaveIIe;s
’retirgment’ was for persona] and health reasons and called for E:on\gréssional hearings on the

matter.54 Ryan immediately respondéd with a second press release regarding Lavelle’s

retirement stating he was relieved due to “irregularities in the conduct of his command

~

‘respo'nsibilities.”ss The‘m'edié got wind of the letter to Senator Hughes and‘;c-he subsequent-
removal of ]_avelle. New York Times reporter Seymer Hersh led a chérge in the media claiming
Lavelle Was relieved of command and retired wi't-h a demotion for fighting his owh‘war in
Vietnam thr’o"ugh' repeated unauthorized bombing campaigns in violatio‘n of the ROE
e‘st_abli\she.d by the presiyden.t. Hersh highliéﬁted this was the first fimé in U.S. military history a

| f‘our-star(g'eneral had bée‘n retired a;c a lower grade for dis;ciplihary reasons.” Hersh’s article
‘was the first of countlless'articles as the Lavelle scandal controlled t‘He media for the remainder
of 1972.

On 12 June .1972, the House Arme.d Serviées Cpmmittee summoned only Gefnerra|s Ryan
and Lavelle to testify with regards to the latter’s retirement and aIlegatiéns of farlse reporting
and ROE vioylnat‘i.ons. -Ryan testified f.hatkLaveIIe clearly violated the ROEs in place sirnce 1968 and‘
-was the impetus for the falsified operational repbrting\ig; his com'mand.k Ryan also stated that

" before relieving Lavelle as Commander of Seventh Air Force, he had received personal
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assyrances from Secretary LaiArd, Admiral Moérer, Ad miralMcCain, and AG‘engral‘Abram's that

" they had.notgranted any a’uthority for Lav.eIIekto d‘e’viate from the ROE as written. C(‘)nversvely,
Lavelle testified he had éuthorization for the p‘rbtective réavcti‘on strikes under a Iibéral
interpretation chfthe ROE urged by those in the_Pentagon., and that this samezihterpretAation
'g‘eneraté’d deta.i,led strike reports that produced no inquiries from'Péntééon léadership.”
‘La‘velle"quy explairi'ed before the committee that thé confusion régardi'ng the operational -
reports was a miscommunication 6n his part and V\'/’aS the cataly‘st for the erroneous and
falsified' feporting that followed under.his command.

Leading up to the testimony by Generals Ryan and Lavelle, it was ciearthe‘Penfagon
adopted a strategy of banding together at the highest level and stqnewalling the congressional
investigation using a_cIoud of secrecy. Those on the committee, as well as Lavel,le, requestéd
top‘ies of the ROE, classified DOD messages supporting Lavelle’s claims, and otherr key |
documentation rel'evaﬁt to the case. The DOD refused to provide aﬁy of the requested
documénts and.at one point' even refused to divulge the Iocation-of Lavelle to obtain his
testimony; ** The DOD initially claimed the secrecy imposed was partly to protect Lavelle from
certain embarrassment.*® Ih the end,kthe House Subcommittee’fodnd in favor df Lavelle ‘and
the actions he exer?:ised in discharging his command re‘spéﬁsibilities. However, while they
aécepted his explanation regarding the false reports, the‘subcom mittee stated he was.
ultimately responsible for the miscommunication that generated the falge reporting under his;‘ {
corr‘1mamd.60

The investiéation and Hearings by the House Subcommittee ‘con‘tinued fo fuel a media

craze and sparked the call for a full formal Senate inquiry. Further, many in the Senate called

24



“for a court-martial ovaaveIIe for violatihg the principal of civilian cdntrol of the military.ﬁl' k‘THe , ‘
ls;andal controlled the frontv-pagesv with some calling Vietnam “Lavelle’s Waf", whiIe‘ot‘hers
labeled him the‘ scapegoat for a Pentagon routinely dishbneét'with the American public
regaraing Vietnam. In 2007, White House tape transcripts (Appendix ‘Ij), the p‘resident/voic'ed
frustratién that vthAe Pentagpn and Secretary Laird m‘ade Lavellg the fall guy in Vietnam for B
"taking thé aggressive steps the White House had demanded from tHé air war. However, Nixon |
ultimate|y fqllo.wed the Pentagon’s lead later that'saﬁie rrA1‘onth by publicly claiming that Lavelle
exceeded the ROE, and “it was propér for him to be relieved \;cmd retired... and will assure this
’pre of activity may not oceur vin the future”.?

The fuﬂ Senate hearingin Septerﬁber 1972 franspifed Iike the testimony in the House
with the exceptionvof those subpoenaed to testify. ’Generals Ryan and Lavelle shared their
same version of the story as they haci in the House testimony. The DdD continued to hol‘dv,ba,ck
any formal documentation hot destroyéd in the case as the entire uppervechelon of the
military, to includé Admira| Moorgr, Admiral McCain, and General Abraﬁd‘s,Aprepaired to ;cestify |
in ‘the full Senate hearings. Military Ie;defs continued their strategy of'baﬁding together
denying all knowledge of the ROE \(iolafions and any role they playéd ‘in encourag-ing the liberal

“interpretation that led to the alleged violations. Each of these senior officers .stuck to the‘story;
the ROE had been in place since 1968 and the White House had\only relaxed the ROEs twice for
offensive: action. Each officer maintained any liberal inferpretation of the ROE made by Lavelle
was solely his interpretvation without cou nsellfrom any of them. ‘Fu rther.com‘plicating the

matter, the Senate suspended action on all nominations because of the Lavelle case. This

extraordinary action effected the nomination of Admiral Moorer to his second term as the
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Chairman of the JAoint Chiefﬁ, fche reti‘rement of Admiral McCain at his 4—staf rank, and the
noﬁi‘nation of General Abrams as the Army"s néxt Chief o“f Staff; a post Ieft.‘vacant by the
retirement ;Jf General Wes’tmoi'elélnd.63 Each of these sénibr officers cleariy had a career or
ret'irement of their own to protect and did not want to be the one to bre‘ak ranks with ';he
Pentagon’s positi\on that Lavelle must take the fall for Vietnam.

After 18 daYs oftestimoﬁy, the Senate hearivn‘gs would end wit'h a vote on thAe
‘nominaticAJn to retire Lavelle ét the rank of Lieutenant General, the rank R‘yan claimed he Iaét-
perf‘ormed svatisfactorilvy.‘ Onéb OctobeF 1972, the §enat‘e f:onciuded with a vote of 14-2 to
rétﬁr‘n the nomination back to the Aivr Force without action and ultimately forced Lavelle to
retire in his permanent gara'de' of majvor general.®* Sv‘ubSe:quentIy, Svecret"ar‘y of the Air‘Forcv:e
- Seamans di;misséd ~couft-martia| charges brought against Lavéll’e by the intelligence Airman in )
the 4‘32"(,i Téétical Reconna‘iésancev‘\l_\/ing and another junio‘r rankin‘g Offic‘er in the Aif Force: No
other officers or service members ever received ,aﬁy forrﬁ of invéstigaﬁon cv)rpunis‘hment in the
Lavelle case.

On 30 March 1972, a week after Lavelle’s rgcal‘l to Washington a;nd just one 'm'oriith after
: Secreta.ry Laird testifiéd that there was no serious threat of a Northern Viﬂetnamese atta;k, the
A North‘eranietname‘s_eAcame across the DMZ launching the ma‘ﬁsive ’fEaster Offéris‘ivé"’ agéinst
South Vietnam. The U.S. promptly abandoned its policy of prote.ctive reaction and issued

unrestricted authority for the Seventh Air Forc;e to bdmb targets in North Vietnam. Over the
next mo‘hth; Air Force B-52s fleyv more than 7’00 ‘missions over the communist térritory.

Missions that include targets |labeled “Lavelle Raids” a month earlier and the very basis for

which the Pentagon destroyed a man’s career.®
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y
Faults of a Commander

“Mr. Chairman it is not pleasant to contemplate ending a long and distinguished military career with a
catastrophic blemish on my record — a blemish for conscientiously doing the job | believe | was expected
to do, and doing it with a minimum loss of American lives.”®

-General John D. Lavelle, Testimony to the Senate Armed Sefvices Committee, 26 September 1972

~ “When youcalled me regarding the case, | believe my first words about Lavelle were, “He got screwed.”
They will also do for my last.”®’
-Former Congress Otis G. Pike

Finding.fault‘in the a,;:tions of'Lave.Ile‘is ﬁot easy. Research proved that the President of
the United 'States‘and the enti.r,e upper echelon of thé U.S. militaryvfurr;éd against Lavelle for
purposes ofself—p;'esér\)ation and pplitié‘a| protection. Fl;om Novembe.r 1971 tb March 1972,
the U.S flew more tha_ﬁ 25,000 sOrtieg over Northern‘ Vietnarﬁ. Twenty;nir’\e offhese éorfcies, or
" .00116%, are the centerpiece for the case agaf;st Lavelle/é‘nd his élleégd viola>tio‘n of the

standing ROE.*® Of the twehty—n'ine alleged violations, only four of the sorties lacked
)dqcumen't'ed proo'fth‘at Lavelle had specific guidance from his leadership authorizing the

.strikes. These foﬁr sorties occurred from 23-31 ]anuary 1972, after visits from S.ecfeta ry Laird -
:‘and. Admiral Mergr urging Lav;alle to exercise a m‘or‘e Iibera| interpret.étionAofthe existing ROE. -
A May 2007 ]etter fr‘om/Secret:;lvry Laird (Appendix E):confirms hg urged Lavelle to view the ROE :
‘ regarding,prot'e'ctiveAstrik'es Iibe"r’alllyy.f'9 |

The four sorties ’Iacking' documentétion included the infamous case of LavelIeA's'b‘rder’to

his airrcfews,to report “enemy reaction”.on _évery soétie flown. Lavelle roUtilner accgpted
responsibility for the subsequent falsified réport’s explaining tHey occurred because ofa
mis‘communicatioﬁ that left h|s o;'ders subject t‘o’ihterpr'etation by those ﬁnder him. However,

“the issue goes much deeper than a rhiscomn‘iunicationﬂas it modified the behavior of the entire
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co:mmAand. :lf guilty of anything, Lavelle was guilty of unknowihgly establishing a cli'mate of
le'ad’ership in his gommand that lacked integrity by its ﬁeople. By accidenf or on purpdse, the
results of his actions were the same. | |
.‘I"hosé‘present during his-order to always report "’enemy reaction” actually intefpreted
their commandér to say, “lie on the operatiohal reports so we don’tAget intoitroUb’Ie for
behding the rules.” When éxplainin’g to others why the reports were completed the Way they
were, it was widely understood in the c’omrhand’that Lavelle ordered them to lie 'on the
reports. T’he wing ieadership é’n‘d aircrews actually Belie\)éd fhat foIlov.vivng Lavelle’s orders
made the’rﬁ part of avery sécret pIan‘ to bend th.e rules and to win the war. By some standqards,.
theirvlack ofin'gegri't'y had a purpose‘and a,ca’tise, and they were‘pért of the team doin'gy what.
'éveryone fr0'r;1. the top ddwn was doin‘g for the cause. Inturn, those .obking in from 'fHe outside
were able tq build theAsttory of a régue c’o’mmander who fought his oWnA war and covered his
aétions by drd'ering his .airmen to lie on operétional reports. Lavelle never purposely intended
for this érosi‘on of integﬁty fueled by miisunder'standin.g, however, it would onIy»bé a matter of
time béfOre'thisbclimate'Qfdishonésty and corruption would present itsélf in a|I:facets4 ofthe .
Seventh Air !;orce r'nissi’o’n. As tAhAe commander, he was responsible for the s‘tanfjard of integrity

in his command, and ultimately failed the very people he was notorious for trying to protect.

Conclusion

”If anybody really wanted the total story or wanted the true story, no effort was made to gather it by
historians, by the Senate, by the press, by the Air Force. But it's there if anybody wants to gather it.”””
-General lohn D. Lavelle, April 1978, Air. Force Oral History Interview
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In 1972, the White House and the Penta'goﬁ neededfa scapegoat to‘ bridge the gap -
bAetWeen ;Fhe politicians and the Arﬁerican beople. Managing a‘\'/ery unpopulér’ war during én
e.Iection year had everyone operating under a blanket 6f se;:recy to prevent the American
public from kndwing the truth gBout Vietnam. The presidgnt promised~he was bringing our
troops home. | As the story broke showing evideﬁce of a very different war, the ';sing‘le letter
: fré;m an Airman in Thailand set offé chain of e\/ents that captured a nation and ruined the
career of a Highly decorated Air Force officer. A.chain of events that one could argue wés the
direct result of a miécohmuniéati‘on straight from the commander himself. F.rom, tHe Wh.ite
House to‘the Pentagon, self—preservation}became the mode of operation, and the nati.on,’s
|éadershib invested everything into letting one man take the fall for the migfruths of the \
unpopular War.

| To this day, Kissingef ana pther White Hou‘s'e staffers maintain that t.he presiaent 'never
granted the e*panded authority for proteétiv.e reaction strikes and. argue the stat;ements and
information ’derived’from the White House tapes are ‘disto_rted and out of context.j1 Lavelle
supporters dﬁisputve Kiésinger’s comments arguing he is merely maintéining the éourse és he did’
forty years ago. In thé gna, the.a'ction~s of the com mandeQr‘sparked-the"i:ontroversy and
' i.JItimate\Iy painted Lavelie and his Co‘mrﬁénd in a‘n'egativ‘e light. While Lavelle’s superiors
~ turned on him 'd‘en‘yi\ng any part in the ROE violgstioﬁs, the story lacked supporti'ng evidence anq
impact Without the false réporting’aileged to cévér, up the ROE violations. The fwo. issues
. c’dmbined to éomplement each other fueling a per‘fect‘storm that presented thé White House
and the Pentagon with the ideal fgll guy during‘ a political|y‘teﬁuous 'e1ecltion year. Human |

nature drives o&n(e to focus on the actions of Lavelle and the injustice he'endured at the hands of
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the nation’s leadership, honever,» his own nofable failure as é commander would likely h_ave
wa‘rranfed the same fate and discipline he received in tAhe end. As a’military Ieader,'on’e accepts
the job as commander understanding that “not kvnowi‘ng” ‘and ignorance is never an accéptable
defense for fajlure in command. General Lavelle endured a gréve.injustice by his leadership and
th_e American public, howe\'/e'r, this d’oes not excuse his own failures as a commander énd the
accoﬁntability that accdi'npa_nies the'responsibility of comm’and. at all levels.

General John D. Lavelle passed away from a heart attack on 10 July 1979 at the ége of
62. Up until his death, Lavelle maintained, “I did what was right. | did What was authorized.””?
On 22 Decemb»er 2010, the Senat‘e Armed Services Committee returned Lavelle’s nominétioh to
fhe White House for additional review by Secretary of Defense Robert Gates. Led by ranking
'member Senator John McCain {Republican 4Arizoﬁa), son‘ofxthe retired Admiral Jo'hﬁ McCain
‘ implicated in the Lavelle case as Commanaér in Chief Pacific Command, the SASC cited
inconsistencies in t‘he record including testi‘mbn_y and statements of senioﬁr c‘ivilian and military
Iea'ders as the basis for re‘t’urning the nomination. Mary J. Lavelle, 92 years of age andl of very
poor heaItH,kvowed to continue to fight with the assistance of her éhildrén to cléar the nar;we of .
her husband, General JohnkD. Lavelle.”” The White I_-Io\u%e, DOD, and Air Force have réleased no

" official statement regarding any future actions in the case of General Jq“hn D. Lavelle.
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'Appendix A: Letter from Former SASC General Counsel

f

" ORIGINAL COPY OF DOCUMENT ATI'ACHED ON FOLLOWING PAGES

.

Source: lames Woolsey, Latest Events Regarding General John D. Lavelle: Woolsey Letter, MBK
Law, http://www.mbkiaw.com/events/lavelle/. ' ' '
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General J ohn‘D. Lavellé, USAF
- 1916 -1979 |

Letter from R. James Woolsey
June 11, 2008



Address
Redacted

June 11,2008

Board for Correction of Air Force Records
SAF/MRBR

550-C Street West, Suite 40

Randolph, AFB, TX 78150-4742

Inre: Ap liéation of Mrs. John D, Lavelle for the &Orrecﬁbn of a military record

Deat Members of the Bo,a:rd:

[ write in support of Mrs. Lavelle’s above application. 'T'he foﬂowmg is
subrmtted pursuant to 28 U.5.C. Section 1746.

By way of introduction, 1 was General Counsel to the U S, Senate Committee on .
Artied Services 1970-73 and I led the investigation of the events that were relevant to
General Lavelle's confirmation hearing in 1972 to be advanced on the retired list from
two stars to three. My resume is attached. Iam currently in the venture capital field,
but following my three years as General Counsel of the Committee, interspersed with
22 years of law practice, I served in the US Government for 12 years in national
security-related positions, in two Democratic and two Republican administrations, ‘
inclading as Under Secretary of the Navy (1977-79) and Dn'ector of Central Intelligence
(1993-95).

The release of the White House tapes from the Nixon administration and a recent
letter by former Secretary of Defense Laird published in Air Force Magazine (May 2007)
cast substantial new light, in my view, en the assumptions behind the decision by the
Committee in 1972 not to recommend to the Senate that General Lavelle be advanced on
the retired list. The Committee acted in good faith, given the information it had at the
time, but the newly available material now makes it ¢clear that its decision was not based
on accurate information,

Nineteen seventy-two was a year of great stress on the senior decision-makers in -
the US Govermunént: it was a year of brutal combat in Vietnam, in which air power
played a ceniral role, a Presidential election year, and the year of President Nixon's
historic trip to China. The tapes and Secretary Laird’s letter, however, make quite clear
something of central importance to the Committee’s decision about General Lavelle that
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_ Board‘for Correction of Air Force Records
June 11, 2008 - - )
~ Pagel

was unknown at the time to me, and to the best of my knowledge to the entire
Committee: General Lavelle was given explicit authorization by the chain of command,
- from the President on down, to interpret the then-current Rules of Engagement (ROE})
for “protective reaction strikes”, in Secretary Laird’s word “liberally”. Secretary Laird -
goes further and stresses in his letter that “[t]he riew orders permitted hitting ant-
aircraft installations and other dangerous targets if 5potted ort their missions, whether
they were activated or not.” :

Secw!:aty Laird’s letter also points out that ICE Chairman Moorer, General

- Abrams, and General Wheeler “all agreed with the liberal interpretation on my order on
protective reaction.” This fits with General Lavelle’s later recollection of his
conversation with Secretary Laird when the latter, visiting Saigon in December 1971,
“told me I should make a liberal interpretation of the rules of engagement in the field
and not come to Washington and ask him, under the political climate, to come out with
- an interpretation; I should make them in the field and he would back me up.” Further,
. General Lavelle also later recalled that he had conveyed this information to General
Abrams who “said he agreed with Secretary Laird.” This now seems to be part of a
pattern in late 1971 and early 1972 as field commanders (e.g. CINCPAC, Admiral John
MeCain) would seek additional written authority for preplanned strikes and although
the JCS, e.g. via its representative Lt. Gen. John Vogt, would chastise combat
commanders for not making full use of their authorities, the Penttagon would provide
no additional written authority for pre-planned strikes. (That is, other than the openly
pre-planned occasional stretches of “lirnited durahon” strikes.)

, Secretaiy Laird’s and General Lavelle's understandmg as of eaﬂy 1972 was quite
logical given what we now know from the White House tapes about meetings there on
this same subject. For example, in the WH meeting of February 3, 1972, between the
President, National Security Adviser Kissinger, and Ambassador Ellsworth Bunker,
wherein Ambassador Bunker explained the importance of pre-planning strikes in order
to protect our aircraft effectively, the President said, “He [General Abrams] is to call all

of these things protective reaction. Just call it protective reaction. . Alright? Because
preventive reaction. Tam simply saying that we expand the definition of pratective
reaction to mean prevmtwe reaction where a SAM site is concerned. And I think that, -
~ that, to be sure that anything that goes down there, just call it ordinary protective (
reaction.”

The President stregsed in this meeting the sensitivity of the issue: “tell the / ~
military not to put out extensive briefings with regard to our military activities from
now until we get back from China.” He underlined that “He [Abrams} can hit SAM
sites period. Okay? But he 18 nat to do it with a pub ic declaration. Aln{rht" And if it
does get out, to the extent it does, he says it's a protective reaction strike,”
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that General Lavelle intended by his remark to indicate that, if there had beén no
activation of a missile site radar the pilots should designate the activation of a GCI

- radar as the “enemy reaction”. [f one considers only the written ROE and the
information that the administration was making public, this designation would imply a
wvery broad authority since the GCI radars were essentially continuously activated. But
if one considers the verbal orders of the President and the Secremry of Defense, General -
Lavelle’s notion of designating the GCI radar activation as the “enemy reaction” was
clearly within his authority.

The false reporting on the OPREP-4’s occurred because these reports were not
geen nor used by the senior officers in the command structure, and the “specat” reports
that were so seen and used were accurate. Apparently the format of the OPREP-4’s was
incormnpatible with designating GCI radar activation as “enemy reaction” and so at the
~ Jevel of the air crews and the non-commissioned officers who debriefed them the

practice began of inventing missile site radars or anti-aircraft sites to provide the
“enemny reaction”. The chain of command below General Lavelle did not operate
properly in such a way as to bring this to his attention ~ and he always took full
responmbxhty for ﬂ:us failure,

But it is important to understand that the only offense of which General Lavelle

- was in fact guilty was not being sufficiently informed about the format of some
computer data forms. He was in fact reporting the pre-planned strikes accurately in the
specats, and he was not stretching the authority given to him verbally to conduct the
pre-planned strikes by the President (via Ambassador Bunker) and the Secretary of
Defense.

Had I understood this in 1972 I would have recommended to the Comrnittee that
General Lavelle should have been advanced on the retired list to his full rank. I feel
confident that such a recommendation would have been approved by the Committee.
The President’s anguish in his conversations with Dr. Kissi nger and General Haig
reflect what, I believe, would have been the Committee members’ feelings as well at the
time they voted, I strongly urge that the injustice done to General Lavelle finally be

corrected,

Sincerely,

e iy

R, James Woolsey = -
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Appendix B: White House Tape Transcript — 3 February 1972 |
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ORIGINAL COPY OF DOCUMENT ATTACHED ON FOLLOWING PAGES

Source: Richard M. Nixon. White House Tapes Transcripts. Nixon White House Tapes and
Archives, Nixon Presidential Library and Museum, Nixon Oral History Collection.
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General John D. Lavelle, USAF
1916 1979

Transcript of audio-taped conversation of
 February 3, 1972 of
President Richard Nixon,
- Dr. Henry A. Kissinger, &
Ambassador Ellsworth F. Bunker



3 February 1972, Thursday
White House )

Time: 10:5% am - 11:33 anm
Location: Oval 0ffice

665~3

The President meets with Ellsworth F. Bunker and Henry A. Xissinger

EB  It's also, that’s it, they've done an increasingly good job on this
interdiction. The, the trucks they get, the throughput, is a small
" proportion of the input. -

EB On this question of the bombing that involve B-52s. The
bomblng of the SAM sites becomes important., And one thing, and
both Gen, Abrams and I want is ... if we could get authority
to, to bomb these SAM sites. Now the authority is for bomb
when, when they fire at aireraft. V

ﬁN . I saw that.

EB Now, when the radar‘s locked of. « « but the prbblem is, that that’s,
that’s late to atart attacking. And the other problem is weather,
you've got to see it. Now a, you know sometimes you only get an hour

RN Well, my point is that I think protection reaction is, can, should y
include a the right of the and Abrams might want to, to do something
about 1t, 1t's stupid the right to hit SAM sites, in other-protective
reaction should include preventative reaction. :

HX I think

BEB  It's a hard thing.

¥K I think the way to handle it, ¥r. President. I havent had a chance
to talk to Ellsworth yet, is that., One is to give them a blanket

authority, that has the disadvantage of

RN  To get out.



HK

RN

HE

EB

HK

EB

RY

~w .+« 0f getting out and alsc of as least doing something with the
- alrcraft. The other is. A right now they can hit only when the
‘radar is locked oun, :

Yea.

. « . and that’s very restrictive because that means that the plane .
which is in trouble also has to fire. The third possibility is to say
Abrams can hit any SAM aite that has locked on even if it is no
longer locked on, Other words,

Yea,
and use high explosives too~right now they can use only Shrikes
This one thing we would like to do.

12

Sure, sure.

(It sounds as 1f Ambassador Bunker is directing the President’s attention
t0 a map in which Ambaseador Bunker identifies SAM sites)

EB

RN
B
EB
RY

EB

RN
EB

HX

EB

EB

o 0w Here are ‘these 1ocatione of these SAM siteas 'here.
Have all of these fired at some time on our planes?

No, they haven't, but.. We've located. That means here's the range.

S¢ the B-52s have got to.keep out of this,

Excuae me,

And what, what a Abrams would like to have is authority to bomb
thege SAM sites, the, within the 19" Yorth mile of the border the..

\

MMMaess

- See that a., + .-

‘Gould he knock it off while we're in China? And not do it that week .

[

- Yea, yea sure he could do it now,

He could do 1% now, and he could stop.



RN
EB
RN
HK

RN

EB

RN

HX
EB

" RY

RN

EB

RN

RN
EB

EB

I dont think they should be doing it while we're in China.
Neo, no.

Only, when in China, should only be protective rezgction, in a
technical sense. But right now harassment is enough.

But couldn’t we stage it, as long aé, we and .. agree and on the
grounds that they had fired rockets. ..

No body, in a, seems to me . .. He is to say... He 18 t0 call all of

. these things protectivs reaction. Just call it protective reaction.

- Well he 18 .. .

Alright, because preventive reaction, I am simply saying that we
expand the definition of protective reaction %o mean preventive
reaction where a SAM aite is concerned. And I think tha%, that, to bve
sure that anything that goes down there is just to call it ordinary

protective reaction. Who the hell’s gonna say they didn’t fire?

“Now, could they stop from blabbing it at every bloody briefing?

Yes..

Why do we have to put? You tell them I don’t want to best around any
more. Tell 'em. I want you to tell Abrams when you get back that he
is-to tell the military not t6 put out extensive briefings with
regard to our military activities from now on until we get back from
China. .

Do it, but don’t say anything.
Yea.

Goddamn it, he can do that. .

. E‘RO officer ..

0h, yea, yea, sure,

And, uh, you see, a, Mr. President, thers are about... the enemy
has about 168 SAM sites. That's down in Southern Laos, three in



RN

HK

RN
HK

RN

HK

RN

EB

RN
RN
HK

RN

EB .

Southern TLaos now. Now we've got about 28 of them mapped.
But they can move these anywhere within 6 hours from one site
to another. And that's what they do. 4nd a, so, and a. The B-52
is very vulnerable. We ' ~ k

Well, listen., Too, T would never forgive myself for not knocking

‘those gites out. Henry?

- I have no problem with it,

Alright, you're problem with it 1s that you don™ want them over
while were in China, is that 1t? : : =

I don't want them flying from the 17", from the time you leave until

Yea, yea.

+ + » until the time you come back.

Between now and the 17*, you work out the authority. He can hit SAM
asites pericd. Okay? But he is not to do it with a public
declaration, alright, And 1f 1t does get out, if 1% does, he says it's
a pretective reaction strike. He is %0 descrive it as protective
reaction.. And he doesn’t have to spell it out, if they strike, that’s
all he needs is a SAM site, a protective reactlon strike against a
SAM sife. As you know, when were hittin” .. unless we call that

protective reaction

Yea.

.+ » +» We can bomb the hell out of a lot of other fstu:ff.

sure. |

Oka‘y?' 56 what /we want are protective reaction, fair enoqgh?
Faif enough.

50, you go‘t about two weeks, about 10 days now %o scare the hell out
of them at least. From the 17™ to about the first of March he dead.

YTea,



RY As far as North vVietnam ia concerned. Buf then tell nhim to get those
damn bombers and start getting something from South Vvietnam.
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Source: Aloysius Casey and Patrick Casey, Velocity Speed with Direction: The Professional
Career of General Jerome F. O’Malley, Maxwell Air Force Base, Alabama: Air University Press,
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- Appendix D: White House Tape Transcript —14 June 1972

ORIGINAL COPY OF DOCUMENT ATTAE:HED ON FOLLOWING PAGES

Source: Richar;'d M. Nixon. White House Tapes Transcripts. Nixon White House Tapes and
Archives, Nixon Presidential Library and Museum. Nixon Oral History Collection.
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General J ohn D. Lavelle, USAF
- 1916 - 1979

~ Transcript of audio-taped conversatlons of

| June 14,1972 (11:15 A.M.) of
President Richard M. Nixon &
Chief of Staff H.R. Haldeman

- and

~ President Richard M. Nixon &

o Natlonal Security Advisor to the President

Dr Henry A. Klssmger -
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WHT 733 Part 3 of 6
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PRT: 45330
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14 June 1972, Wednesday
White House
Oval Office

11:15 am
733=4

‘pigcusgsion b%egtWéen the President and H, R. Ha;lde"man
2141

RN Bob, .f_w‘he‘n you've got a minute I want to talk to you about that
Lavelle thing. 1 didnt kdow it was goifig to ¢omé up this morming.

733-6
Méeting between Henty Kissinger aid the President.

RN Well, let me ask you about Tavelle, II was; I had 1t on my list this
" morning, I just don’t want him to bé made a goat, goddamnit.

BEK  Right, T11 $ell you what.

EN  We all know what protective reaction is, 'bhia damn Laird a playing
, games [ I )

1K What Happened with Lavelle was Me had reasoh to believe that we
wanted him 10 aggressive steps. - , :

RN  Right, that's righb.
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A, then he did it, And then suddenly Laird came down on him

like a ton of bricks. And he had him already removed by the

time I even learned about it. By that time the damage was
done. . :

Why did he even remove him? You, you destroy a man's career?

Well. T'm gotina tell you Mr. President, Laird is getting to6 be almost
unbearable for this government. I mean wé've, we'vé got to carry him
until the election. But you outta talk to Shultz sometime or

I know.

There is ro issue that is come down where he doesnt willfully and
delibverately. I mean, Rogers is sort of like an old woman, e hits

out every once in a while, but basically, Rogers has set a cer‘bain »
1imit he will not openly defy you. :

NO.

Hell wail and cry, and he 11 ve- nasty, ahd hell occasionally get his

people to leave, But when you give him an unambiguous order, that

he is enough of a lawyer, that for his olient, he will not defy his
client. That goddamn-Laird, take that five billiosn dollar figure he

got out on the budget. He promised us he wouldnt do it, I talked to
: him, Shultz talked to him. We told him that he could say that the

sguppleméntary . .
I remember that in round twd or something 1like¢ that,

But besides Mr. President, if we, it’s a totally irresponsible figui'e.
Whén évér hasd one ever submitted a aupplementary before the budget

<had been voted?

That's right,
A, this 1e projec‘bing the present _—

We have got to get we've got to get that knocked out of the box. I

‘hope you cah go tomorrow. ..

Well, this is the present rate of exPénditure projected over a year.

T know. Assuming no action in Vietnam ...
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Assuiing that there will ve no riegotia.tion‘s; .

Assuming sorties at the present rate . . .

For the whole year.

I know: I know., We know theyrs not going to be that argry.

But, he éhduldnt forcé us into making that clear because must let
the Nérth Vietnamese believe. . .

' North Vietnamese we must plan. mhe Xack of it is shocking.

But, come back to Lavelle, I dor't want. _:é man pérs"ecu‘bed for doing
what he thought was right. I just dont want it done. And this
goddamn sergeant who wrote the letter to the senator. That sounds

1like another Ellsberg case to me. You know I dont like that worth a

damn. Now, what ig this situation? Is this, this, this, this sounds,
connects the feelings with making the guy a goat How: It's just not

- right!

And vasically., Of céurse the mi.lit*h’,r&i are impossible too; Ite &...
W,é'll,. they all turn on each o%her" like rats.

They turn on each other like rats, Thatd so selfish. When I ordered
Moorer yesterday to stop bombing for three days; you would have
thought that I had asked him to, to scrap the B~52s8 or something like
that. Here we are, if it weren’t for you théy wouldnt be doing any

goddamn bombing. A, if when, when the ceiling is a 1little bit below

minimume you can’t get them to f1y for a week on exd. So how the
hell can three days make that much difference? :

It doesn’t change, It doesn't and they know it.

And a.++ . I mean I think we owe this to the Russians of not
humiliating them.

We're not gonna do 1%,

~1 mean, were not gonna do it. But it is an undé‘rs"tanding.

Yea.

- That it is bad enough that we dre bombing thé rest of the country. I
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mean that'e a humiliation enough for them. That, that the,ylcan't get

the rest of the counttry. So.
Come back to Lavelle now. .I just.a’:..cant somebody: Can we do

anything now to stop this damn thing, or? Whyd he even remove ‘sm?

No. If they hadn’t removed, well. They kept John Vogt instead who is
probably better, but. Because he understands us better. But, Lavelle'
was actually moved before Vogt went out there. Lavelle was removed
at the end ¢f Mareh.

Because of thils?

Yeau : ‘

Why the hell did this happen!? A decision of that magnitude
without? I should have known about it Henry, because this is a

Well, Mr. President, the point was

Bécduse this is something we told. ¥You.remember we, we, we told
Lalrd keep pressire on thetre in Mér-e‘h! ,

By thé time I knew about ity it had already been done. There was no

polnt in

I see.

‘e iﬁvolving you anymore. Because he ratified me after the guy
had already been removed. How we managed t0 get to this point with
this goddamn cabinet is beyond my belief.

Well, come back to Lavelle. 'How is 1t going to a. . . ?

Let me talk to

In other words, how do we handls it publie relations wise? Bill
séemed to be very concerned about it. What do you think?

I think this will go away. I think we should just say a ... after
all we took corrective steps. We could have easily hidden 1its I
think you might as well make a virtue of a necessity.

I know, I don’t want the.. Well, I don% think anybody gives a damn
that we went in and bombed. I think they prodbadly favored it. I
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dont want toa ...

I think

I don’t like to have the feeling though that the military can get out
of control: Well, mdybe this censures that: This says we do

‘something when they.. It's just a hell of a damni And it’s & bad rap
for him Henry. »

‘It's a bad rap for Yiim under his com. The way this press plays
‘things a is really,

Yea. ILike what?

- Well, now theyre making a huge affair out of, out of thia thing. |

Now, they say twenty three unauthorized bombing attacks. Im going
to gét a récord of them. I'm sure that each one of them was maybe two
bombs on an airfield. They weren’t mad raids. They were raids on by
two or three airplanes.. There werent any big raids.

.- In Marech or rot? Do you know the? We didn't start that ‘411 aftér,

until April. Until the invasions

‘'No, no I mean the unauthorized strikes that Lavelle did. Were very

few; were very small. And & all directed at air defenses. So they a

0f course it’s what the Alr Force always wants to hit. Let me ask
again, but a, when you say you think it will go away; how will the
Press let it go away. Or are they just eageér to get at us on Vietnam,
isn't- that it? a

Well, theyre eager to find something on Vietnam; Mr. President.

What I think now, today, we've got that China annoincement which I'm
told went very well. ' '

Di1d i+?

Yeah,

I haven’t heard the statement

Yedh, 16t mé ask you thisg.. back again

See I think everyone is, see everyone,
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I mean this China announcement comes at a good ‘fim’e bécause I
noticed Mansfield would warn them yesterday that China would not

stand by with troops too elosé to its border. It

. the wall), 1 gueas‘-.

a little (writing on ‘

But Mike; Mike is, do you know what T mean? He's ambivalent- he 18
political

Ie'a‘h, but now that get at all of next week people have to ahut up

becauge we,. they wont know.. Podgorny there.. uh

oh yeah, that’s out now

Oh, that he did get there?

Do you think 1% will become known Podgorny’s there

Tt was on every television this mdrning that; uh, that Podgorny wag
on his way t¢ Hanol starting at Delhi and the delay no dne knew

about it.

ha?
Twenty second.

Phere’s g, thére’s a hearing.
There’s a Hearing., Yed. And a we shouldnt have

Come again a. PFirst of all, On Lavelle, there’s nothing we can do,

permitted the guy to

be a. Well we shouldn™s have permitted; we should Hidve been told that
he was bveing removed, we could have prevented it.

Second point. What about Laird? What are we going to do about him?

- - . A‘ . ‘ - ,') .
I think we have to con him along. Let’s hope a:

You know yesterday

for example I called Moorer about getting the raids get’ting called

off. Moorer, , .

Told Mel Laird,

0f course immediately. I thought Moorer would keep it in military
channels and not have any atrife. On some pretext, of course Mooreér
immediately fold Laird. When he geéts 'an order he doesnt like, he

plays Laird against us, and Laird blew his top.
become public and We're doing what Jolinson did.

T said it’s now gonna
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Well damn him. Why didn’t he support the money then?

We're letting the Russians dictate our policy. He said all theéy have
to from néw on is send an emissary to Hanoi. Total baloney.

I went in%o that (with pressuré), remember, I said How long is he

golng to ve there, three weeks? and I said, He vaid, no, three days,

It's total baloney, Mr. President, becatse, a, 1t%s one thing for them
to send an emissary on other busiress. It's another thing to 3énd an
emissary carrying our messages‘.

I suppose ROgers will not say anything about the fact that Podgorny
is going there...;

'Well, no; now that hes there now. What we don't know is what he’s
: doing there.

.‘r..Carrying a messag»ez.‘Wekl-l, and ().

PeoPIe will see the pattern, Podgomy in Hahol, Kissinger in Peking.
Uh, I mean, we. It looks like it coalda.

(SECTION HEDAGTED) :

Its a (b1t of mystery) that the (). that's probably the best su.mmary of

RN
© the kind of thing we want to say.
HK  Yeah.. beautiful
RN - It's well said, ien’t it It got 1t all out -

HK 'Whats finny is that he didn have the courage to () until that last
paragraph () about the courage.

RN  Yeah, that’s what gets me about Laird. Goddamn hiﬁ;, he talks about
we're gonna, were playlng with the Russian side. (Bill), you say, why
are we sellin” for the Russians arid 411 this? For christsakes. Where
the hell were they when we had em mined. Where were both of -them?

(Simultaneously)

HK Where were they when we hsad a mins (waiting for them) in Cambodia
{or Laos)

RN ~ When were they in Cambodia'ﬂ'?
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Where were they then?

This action should havé to damage the relations £or (}e.

" Let's gO back the courage to agsume risks.

Well you. ges, deep down, the thing that I’m gettin” at is this. That a,
with Laird; I just don™t like him to make a goat of this felia.
Because Laird knows goddamn well, that a; I told him, I said it's
protective reaction. He winks, he says, ‘oh I wnderstand.

Yea, but Laird is pretty ambitiouns. See Laird is actively. The only
thing Laird is now positioning himself for is

hieé evant

Is hé's mad to be the viable candidate for ‘76. Anda . ..

(SECTTON REMG@ED)

RY

HK

RN

HK

RN
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Th, well ori. Lavelle, I don"t khow How the liell we cah get off this"
We cé&n, Who is, whose spinning i%? Who; Who o

Let 'm'e',,v let me give youd.,
I don’t want to get you involved. Why'nch ya get Haig involved.

Yeés. That's what I Wa'nt to do.

- Lead with Haig, ‘Cause I'd like you to do something today, or Haig if

you're gonna be gone. You leave tomorrow night?

I think I'll leave Friday morning Mr. President.



Appendix E: Letter from Former Secretary of Defense

L@tte rS lette.rs @afé.org
May 2007
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The Lavelle AffairD

Your article in the February 2007 issue ["Lavelle, Nixon, and the White House Tapes,” p. 82] is not fair to
former Air Force Chief of Staff Gen. John D. Ryan or to our commander in Vietham, Gen. Creighton
Abrams. It was certainly true that in my meetings with Gen. John Lavelle | told him that my order on
“protective reaction” should be viewed liberally. | invented the term “protective reaction.” Prior to my order,
there was no authorization (under McNamara or Clifford) to destroy dangerous targets except when fired -
upon without special permission. Gen. Bus Wheeler, Adm. Tom Moorer, and General Abrams all agreed
with the liberal interpretation on my order on protective reaction. The new orders permitted hitting anti-
aircraft installations and.cother dangerous targets if spotted on thelr missions, whether they. were activated -
or not.

General Ryan, as Chief of Staff of the US Air Force, expressed great displeasure with Lavelle and was,
indeed, upset when he came to my office after hé found out that Lavelle perhaps encouraged pilots, if not
directed them, to lie about the coordinates on some of their missions. | can assure you that no one
instructed Laveile to falsify any reports. One cannot permit the falsification of records in any military
command. | have no regrets in'supporting General Ryan, even though | admired Lavelle as a'fine
gentleman with an otherwise great Air Force record. ! can assure you that President Nixon never asked
me to approve of any falsmcatlon of records by any officer in the US military.

Melvin R. Lairdd, Washington, D.C.

- Mr. Laird’s statement that “new orders permitted h/mng anti-aircraft installations and other dangerous
targets if spotted on their missions, whether they were activated or not” confirms the fairness and
accuracy of our article. Although 35 years late, Mr. Laird’s admission fully vindicates the truthfuliness of
 General John D. Lavelle before the United States Congress.

Moreover, there is no evidence to support Mr. Laird’s suggestion that Lavelle encouraged or d/rected
pilots to lie about coordinates on missions or falsify reports. At this point, the only remaining issue of
veracity relates to the under-oath statements by senior officials of the Department of Defense to the
United States Senate. —a/oyS/us and patrick casey

Source: Melvin Laird, Letters to the Editor: Lalrd Response, Air Force Magazme com,
http://www.airforce-
magazine. com/MagazmeArchlve/Pages/2007/May%202007/0507letters aspx.
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