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Overview

The horrendous casualties resulting from chemical weapons use during the First World War created a deeply felt aversion to poison gas as a method of warfare.  As a consequence, in 1925 most nations of the world joined together in Geneva, Switzerland to sign a treaty banning their further employment.  

Although the United States was not a signatory to the Protocols, a “no first use” policy on poison gas warfare had been clearly articulated for years by the American government.  Thus, the nation was stunned by a dramatic revelation in June 1998 during the inaugural broadcast by the television journal NewsStand
 that Sarin, a deadly nerve gas, had been dispensed in September 1970 by U.S. military forces to eradicate a North Vietnamese camp in Laos.  Worse, several participants in the action claimed that the nerve gas had also killed an unknown number of U.S. defectors living in the camp.


It quickly became apparent, however, that the journalists and news organizations involved had badly botched the story.  Vietnam veterans generated an immediate backlash against the allegations and the Department of Defense moved swiftly to investigate.  Within several weeks, an avalanche of evidence made it abundantly clear that the gas involved was not Sarin, but a form of tear gas.  By early July, CNN had apologized and issued a retraction.


What made the story particularly ludicrous was the uproar and widespread international revulsion that greeted the official U.S. government announcement in March 1965 concerning the use of tear gas by combined U.S. and ARVN forces on Viet Cong positions.  Although the military justifications were eminently sensible, the communist propaganda machine quickly linked tear gas to “poison gas,” and the Johnson administration found itself embroiled in a major controversy.  

MACV had sought  to utilize tear gas as early as March 1964 as a means of subduing Viet Cong forces that had deliberately intermingled with civilians to prevent attack by U.S/ARVN military units.  It was hoped that the gas would momentarily incapacitate the enemy combatants, thereby enabling friendly troops to use a minimum of force to defeat them, while at the same time, limiting civilian causalities caused by the indiscriminate use of heavy firepower.  The uproar eventually forced MACV commander, General William C. Westmoreland, to restrict its use.  

Then in September 1965 the controversy resurfaced.  A Marine battalion commander in Binh Dinh Province used tear gas, without prior MACV authorization, and successfully flushed Viet Cong guerrillas from a cave complex that also held numerous civilians.  The Marine commander's success enabled General Westmoreland to request and receive permission to again employ tear gas.  This time the press and foreign countries that expressed concern were alerted beforehand, and the process went much smoother.

Despite a full explanation of the type of gas and its effects, initial uses of tear gas were hidden from the public.  This was done to protect the fact MACV was engaged in active prisoner recovery operations.  Although the correct targets eventually became known, the Administration had at first claimed that the gas was used on “suspected Viet Cong positions” and to flush the VC from these areas without unnecessarily endangering civilians.  In reality, the tear gas was utilized on the military’s first two formal POW raids, one in An Xuyen province on December 23, 1964, and on Christmas Day in Tay Ninh province.  The targets were the Nick Rowe camp and the Camacho/Smith group held in the B-2 Front camp respectively.  While neither raid was successful, the tear gas results were also unsatisfactory.  The gas, delivered by helicopter in grenade and barrel form, proved difficult to control.  By October 1965, a mechanical device was used to direct the flow of gas, thus providing a more effective tool.

The purpose of this paper is to outline the events surrounding the decision-making and first use of tear gas, and to show how the resultant political firestorm over simple tear gas would have precluded a subsequent use of Sarin gas in 1970.

Background

The first recommendation to use tear gas in counter-insurgency operations came in a letter from COMUSMACV to CINCPAC in late March 1964.
  He recommended the use of two types of gas, called CN and BZ.  Both gases were of the choking variety and were enhanced versions of the more commonly known type of tear gas called CS.  CINCPAC responded in June asking that two plans concerning their use be prepared and forwarded for review.
  Prophetically, CINCPAC noted “probable adverse propaganda reaction against U.S. initiation of quote gas warfare unquote.”

MACV replied, and by July, Westmoreland was directing his staff to “check on status of our request on the use of RCA’s (riot control agents).”
   By September, CINCPAC had reviewed the request and decided that “CS has proved to be an effective riot control agent in Panama, Cyprus and Kenya and could probably control rioting in GVN.  If CS were first used in RVN in controlling civil disturbances it might facilitate its introduction into counter-insurgency operations.  GVN could then adopt the position that quote we use these harmless riot control weapons against our own people; it cannot be considered immoral for us to use them against our enemy unquote.”

In essence, CINCPAC was hoping that the GVN’s first use of tear gas would be to quell some domestic disturbance, thereby setting the precedence for a tactical military application.  That the gas had been used worldwide as a riot suppression device would later be trotted out when the controversy exploded, especially given that the GVN had possessed the gas since mid-1962.  On November 22, 1964, elements of the 6th Vietnamese Airborne used tear gas to break up a Buddhist demonstration in front of the Gia Long palace.
  More importantly, an incident had occurred earlier in the year in II Corps when Viet Cong forces had mingled with villagers to avoid a sweep operation.  GVN Popular forces then fired on the crowd, killing many innocent civilians.  Thus, with the Airborne’s use, the green light had been given, and the MACV staff began to earnestly look for a means to test tear gas in offensive operations.  By late November, Westmoreland tasked the J-3 to “check out the use of tear gas against VC in tunnels.”
  Several days later, he requested that the Joint Research and Testing Activity (JRATA) “run some tests of means of ejecting tear gas from aircraft as a fire suppressive systems during defoliation operations.  Maybe this could be done by mixing tear gas with smoke, using smoke dispenser to eject tear gas or by use of grenade from aircraft.”
 

In mid-December, the MACV staff got its wish.  Intelligence was received on the location of two sets of American POWs, namely the Rowe group currently being held in An Xuyen province in the Mekong Delta, and the Camacho/Smith group being held in Tay Ninh province.
  Here was the perfect opportunity to test the effectiveness of tear gas as a tactical military weapon.

First Use

U.S. Special Forces had been engaged in training indigenous forces in many parts of South Vietnam for several years.  In the IV Corps area, Detachment B-130 had arrived in September 1964 from Okinawa to replace Detachment B5/120.
  B-130 moved from Can Tho to a new camp in Long Xuyen on December 15, 1964.  Several days later, the commander of B-130, Major Ralph Drake, received information from the Deputy Senior Advisor to IV Corps, Colonel Martin F. Sullivan, that a Viet Cong cadre had rallied to a medical facility in Ca Mau city.  This rallier had important intelligence concerning the exact location of the POW camp of Nick Rowe and several other Americans.
  Sullivan immediately requested that Drake put together a team of volunteers to raid the camp, and Drake set to work creating a plan of attack.


Although the Special Forces team was ready within 24 hours of receiving the reports, MACV staff ordered them to stand down until further intelligence, mainly low-level pictures, could be obtained.  In his book Five Years to Freedom, Rowe notes spotting “increasing air activity around us in the next days as Christmas neared.”
  Further, several officers of B-130 recall Lieutenant General John L. Throckmorten, the Deputy MACV commander, and others on the MACV staff recommending the use of tear gas against the camp.


By the 22nd, MACV and the IV Corps advisors had pulled together a plan.  Ferrying the Americans would be U.S. piloted troop helicopters from Company A, 502nd stationed in Vinh Long.  Gunships from the 121st Assault Helicopter Company based in Soc Trang would provide additional support.  That night, the Armed Platoon of the 121st was ordered to place specially adapted tubes into the grenade launcher aboard the “Hog.”  The “Hog” was a Huey gunship with a grenade launcher mounted on the front.  The tubes contained tear gas mixed into smoke rockets.  At that briefing the troops and helicopter pilots  were ordered to bring along their gas masks.


The next morning, the American soldiers of B-130 and five South Vietnamese Rangers were ferried to Ca Mau city.  There they boarded the Hueys of Company A and were airlifted to the planned LZ.  As they approached the area, the gunships of the 121st fired their tear gas rockets into the suspected campsite.  However, the light wind and wet conditions limited the spread of the tear gas.  The helicopter pilots never used their gas masks, and while the POW camp was nearby, the gunship strikes had missed the camp’s precise location.  The SF troops struggled to move through the difficult Delta terrain but never reached the camp.  By mid-afternoon, Colonel George A. Barten, IV Corps Senior Advisor, ordered them to cut a new LZ for extraction.
  Despite excellent intelligence, the raid failed and the tear gas proved ineffective.


However, the next day, Company A was ordered north to participate in another POW raid.  Arriving at Tan Son Nhut airport, they were one of seven helicopter companies involved in one of the largest helicopter operations of the war to date.  Dubbed Hung Vuong 1, sixty-six Huey’s, thirty armed gunships, and five FACs staged elements of the 33rd ARVN Ranger Battalion into the Bo Lu woods area south of Tay Ninh city.  Prior to the assault, Vietnamese troops dispensed CS and CN from Hueys in the immediate vicinity of the objective, including 300 pounds of bulk CS and 870 CN, CS, and CN-DN grenades.
  

During the operation, the pilots were forced to wear their gas masks, but again, the gas proved ineffective.  Only light enemy fire was received.  Despite the intense planning, the intelligence was very faulty, and the POW camp was actually well away from the mission area.

Despite the futility of the earlier attempts, MACV was determined to continue testing tear gas as a tactical weapon.  The third use of tear gas was on a search and destroy operation against fortified positions along the Phu Lac peninsula in Phu Yen province.  The objective was a village on the southern tip of the peninsula.  If contact was made, MACV anticipated that the Viet Cong would try to escape by melting into the local population.  The gas hopefully would drive them out.  MACV, aware of the possible propaganda implications, planned a statement if the press made inquiries.  “In the course of an engagement,” they wrote, “the Viet Cong took refuge among non-combatants in village.  Rather than using artillery or aerial bombardment, thereby jeopardizing lives of non-combatants, Vietnamese troops used a more humane approach and dispensed tear gas in the area.  As a result of this action, (blank) Viet Cong were captured…”

The results of the operation were only slightly better than the previous POW raids.  According to reports, “A tear gas cloud did reach the village, however the effect was very slight.  No adverse reaction from the use of the tear gas has been reported from the objective area.  However, Radio Hanoi carried story on Feb 12, 1965 denouncing US use of “noxious chemical” in the Phu Lac peninsula.”
  

Despite Hanoi’s outcry, little attention was paid to the story, mainly because the communists had been complaining about defoliation operations for some time.  These defoliation attempts by aircraft spraying chemicals were widely known and somewhat grudgingly accepted.  But the acknowledgement of another type of chemical warfare, namely the use of napalm, and the combination of Hanoi’s broadcasts, turned interest toward what other types of unusual weapons the U.S. and ARVN forces were using.  

Discovery and Response

The first use of napalm against targets in North Vietnam occurred in very early March 1965.  Protests over the use of this weapon varied, but the press took note that this was the first use of napalm since the end of the Korean War.
  Having now peaked their interest, the press began asking questions about the use of other types of unusual weapons.  Although it is difficult to pin down precisely who filed the first report, apparently Horst Fass, a photojournalist traveling with an ARVN operation in Hau Nghia province on March 21, filed an AP story mentioning the possible use of gas.  Although tear gas use was initially planned, it was decided against using the gas “when U.S. advisors pointed out that the troops involved had not been fully equipped with masks nor trained in their use.”
  However, some troops were ordered to carry gas masks anyway, which Fass apparently noted in his story.
  


At the next day’s news conference, the MACV press spokesman was asked to comment on the story.  The MACV spokesman stuck to the script prepared in January 1965 for the Phu Lac operation, and when pressed for further details, essentially played dumb.
  But his acknowledgement that tear gas had been previously used was a major revelation to the press, and immediately the story became front-page news.  The New York Times and others carried accounts describing that the gas had been used a “few times” and that ARVN forces had “operated” the gas dispensers aboard U.S. helicopters.
  What heightened the clamor, the Times reported, was that this “was the first time that the United States was involved in the combat use of gas since World War I.”  Although U.S. spokesmen were quick to point out that the gas was not deadly and not contrary to international law, the discussion of World War I raised the images of the horrible deaths caused by poison gas warfare.  Worse, some news stories had quoted a MACV representative describing the tactical tests as “experiments,” raising the specter of some terrifying new research, which of course, set off alarm bells and played directly into the propaganda hands of the communists.


The administration was caught completely off-guard by the press revelations.  A flurry of messages traveled back and forth between Saigon and Washington, mainly asking for information on the instances and types of gases used.  The next day, President Johnson’s press secretary, George Reedy, informed the news media that the President “…had not been consulted about the use of nausea-inducing gases in the South Vietnamese war,” and that “this kind of authority has been delegated to area commanders,” for a long time and that the gas was “…similar to those employed by police forces throughout the world.”
  However, the Administration was making sure that the press fully understood the military applications of the gas.  During a background press conference, Secretary of Defense William McNamara went on the record in describing the types of gases used and their results on the human body.  He pointed out that these types of gases had been utilized in crowd control situations, and were readily available by mail order catalogue from commercial companies.


In Saigon, Ambassador Maxwell Taylor quickly requested authority to brief the press on the uses of tear gas, hoping to dampen further speculation and noting that otherwise “…failure to face newsmen on this issue here will cause further adverse comment and rash of unfavorable stories out of Saigon.”
  Rusk immediately cabled Taylor back, stating, “MACV spokesman statement concerning use of gas has triggered extremely extensive and generally adverse press reaction here and has also been picked up in London and other sensitive quarters.  Believe following measures required urgently to damp down issue both for sake of broad damage our position and for sake of future uses in SVN…In view complexity of issues and reactions believe MACV should avoid further statement and comment…We plan stick firmly to position agents are those used for riot control and hence not inhumane…”
  Taylor was additionally instructed to inform the press that a full briefing on the instances of use and types of gases involved would be shortly forthcoming from Washington.


Rusk kept his promise, and on March 24, he appeared at a hastily arranged news conference to calm the rising international furor over the use of nonlethal gas.  The New York Times reported that “…the Johnson Administration was disturbed and somewhat surprised by this adverse reaction, both at home and abroad.  It was going to considerable lengths, in a series of public statements to contend that the use of tear…gas did not signify the introduction of gas warfare.”
  Rusk mainly sought to explain that American policy on poison gas had not changed, that the 1925 Geneva Convention was not being violated, and that the U.S. military was using a standard riot control agent commonly found in police forces around the world.  In particular, Rusk wanted to clarify the term experimental as not being “something new and esoteric and weird…which tended to stimulate problems which were not present,” but in fact was the military’s method of testing the usefulness of tear gas in a tactical situation.


Although the Administration’s responses were quick and forthright, the damage had been done.  As General Earle Wheeler, then Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, noted to General Westmoreland, “To the uninformed, all gas is poisonous, and an experiment is something conducted by a mad doctor in a secret laboratory.”
  The communist propaganda campaign was starting to gain momentum.  In the battle for public opinion, the United States was taking heavy blows. 

The World Responds

Foreign countries rapidly began condemning the United States.  Some of the first and harshest criticism came from members of the opposition Labor party in England.  They sent British Foreign Secretary Michael Stewart, who was in Washington for talks, a telegram “deploring the use of napalm and gas and calling on the Government to disassociate Britain from these actions.”
  Foreign Secretary Stewart expressed his grave concern to both McNamara and Rusk, and asked the American government in a speech at the National Press Club to heed world protest over the use of the gas, and thus “display a decent respect for the opinions of mankind.”

As the week progressed, the outcry in the press from many Third World and non-aligned countries markedly increased.  But the main condemnation naturally arose from the communist bloc, with Peking and Hanoi in particular launching vehement attacks on the U.S.  The Foreign Broadcast Information Service (FBIS) monitored the developments and reported that, 

“Communist propaganda in general, on both sides of the Sino-Soviet fence, has seized on the use of gases in South Vietnam as exploitable testimony to the magnitude of U.S. ‘aggression’ in Vietnam.  There is liberal use of such epithets as ‘monstrous’ and ‘inhuman’ and a cavalier blurring of the precise nature of the gases.  They are variously described as ‘poison gas,’ ‘toxic substances,’ ‘lethal gas,’ ‘chemical agents,’ and so on.  There are similarly loose descriptions of the 1925 Geneva protocol—which the United States ‘signed’—as barring the use of gases generally; and U.S. explanations that the gases are not lethal are derided as an effort at whitewash.  Explanations that the gases are of the same nonlethal character as those used to disperse demonstrations are twisted into admissions of recourse to the same ‘brutal’ methods in Vietnam that have been used against American Negros fighting against racial discrimination.”

No matter what the administration said about the use of gas, the announcement of its use had shocked everyone.  The U.S. had been forced onto the defensive, and one communist delegate to the U.N. summed up the situation perfectly when he said, “No matter what kind it is, nobody had expected to hear of a civilized country using gas in war these days.  It sounds like World War I.”

Non-communist countries other than Britain were also condemning the U.S. decision to supply tear gas to the South Vietnamese.  Some of the harshest criticism came from erstwhile allies like Japan.  Unfortunately, “the anger and anxiety aroused,” in Japan and India, the FBIS report noted, “by U.S. use of gas in Vietnam is not substantially attenuated by American explanations as to the nonlethal nature of the weapons employed or the humanitarian reasons for their use.”


While Peking and Hanoi had launched the usual vitriolic broadsides against the United States, the Soviets were surprisingly late to comment.  Although Russian domestic news broadcasts on Vietnam had mentioned the use of poison gases, the Soviet media outlets had generally refrained from commentary, choosing instead to manipulate the statements of U.S. and other foreign officials.


All that changed on the morning of March 26, 1965.  The Soviet Ministry of Foreign Affairs handed to the U.S. embassy a “three page, double spaced note…falsely charging that ‘poisonous gases are being used in South Vietnam with the approval of the State Department…Charge is repeated many times throughout the note along with direct references to warning given Hitler during WW II against use…with implications US exceeding Hitlerite practices.  Since note obviously major propaganda piece…I am returning it to Foreign Ministry with statement…declaring not unacceptable since based on completely false allegations.  I will so inform local correspondents when note published.”


True to form, the Soviets published a shortened version in Tass, although they did not mention that the U.S. embassy had rejected the note.  The New York Times and other Western newspapers, however, were immediately brought into the loop and provided this information, which they promptly published on the front page.


The Soviets, though, did not give up easily.  On the floor of the United Nations in early April, Soviet delegate Nikolai T. Fedorenko “charged that the United States had violated international law by resorting to chemical warfare in Vietnam…Mr. Fedorenko described the nonlethal gases used against the Viet Cong as poisonous.  The use of such chemicals, he said, was a gross violation of the universally recognized rules of international law and the elementary principles of morality and humanity.”


The United States vehemently denied the charges, falling back on the now familiar and increasingly effective explanation that the gases used were simple riot control agents, and that no poisonous gases had ever been used nor would they be used.  By now, the American clarifications were slowly being accepted by the world.  But American domestic pressures were continuing to mount, and would require President Johnson to step in to finally calm the waters.

Congress Weighs in

Not surprisingly, some of the quickest denunciations of tear gas use came from the U.S. Congress.  On March 23, five House Republicans sent a letter to President Johnson protesting the use of the gas.  While they accepted its nonlethal nature, “its use will intensify anti-American feelings in Asia and bolster the will of the communists to continue to fight.”
  Other representatives, however, sided with the administration.  The House Democratic Whip, Hale Boggs, stated that it “…ill behooves us to try to map military strategy on the House floor.”


Despite the support of the more senior members of Congress, others were not so willing to abstain from criticism.  Indeed, Rep. Robert W. Kastenmeier, a Democrat from Wisconsin, wrote a scathing letter to the President, claiming that “providing riot-control agents to the South Vietnamese appear to have violated our long standing policy against the first use of gas is warfare.”  Kastenmeier then listed two specific instances when Presidents Roosevelt and Eisenhower had publicly reaffirmed U.S. policy to not use chemicals first.  Further, he stated, “The first use of gas in warfare, however innocuous its variety or effective its results, subjects the using country to the censure of the civilized world.  In this instance it undoubtedly would provide a basis for an effective propaganda campaign against our involvement in Southeast Asia, could isolate us from our friends, and may result in a legacy of deep resentment in Asia.”
  Fifteen other Congressmen signed his letter.


Deputy Secretary of Defense Cyrus Vance replied directly to Kastenmeier.  In his letter, he quoted Rusk’s and McNamara’s statements and provided more detail on the gases and there use.  He pointedly noted that the use of riot control agents had always been delegated to local commanders.  Moreover, control of chemical, biological and nuclear weapons “rest solely, as always, with the President of the United States.”


Various Senators, including Ribicoff and Cooper, also had strong words for the administration, with Ribicoff stating he was “shocked,” and that the use of gas “cannot be justified, either on moral or practical grounds.”  Press reports indicated that Senator Fulbright held hearings in the Foreign Relations Committee.
  Eventually, cooler heads began to prevail, and congressional criticism began to wane after President Johnson met with the press.  Summing up the national command responsibilities, Johnson stated, “If the United States military forces were going to use poisonous gases, of course the Commander in Chief would know about it, and of course he would authorize it, and of course he’d have to approve it, if he ever entertained such a thought before it could be used.”

Finally, an interview with former Vice President Richard M. Nixon provided an illuminating political analysis of the controversy.  He stated that while he believed the circumstances in which the gas was used were proper, Johnson had seriously erred in his initial handling of the incident.  While Nixon supported most of Johnson’s policies in South Vietnam, he felt that “Johnson had spoken unwisely when he said that he was not aware of the use of the gas and had not authorized it.  Mr. Nixon said this had created the impression that the use of gas was wrong, and that the military was able to make decisions on such matters on its own.”
  Nixon’s analysis was correct.  In an overtly political war, the U.S. military had failed to adequately address the political impact tear gas use would provide the communist propaganda machine, despite the very early warning by CINCPAC.  The military’s normal penchant for secrecy along with the routine classification of military operations had unwittingly provided the communist’s gist for the propaganda mill.  Once again, the United States efforts in Vietnam had been forced onto the political defense.  But the military and the State bureaucrats learned their lesson, and the second time would manage the process much more adroitly.

The Utter Incident

By late April, Westmoreland had restricted authorization of the use of tear gas to only himself.  Given the political outcry in March, and while the President had not banned its use, Westmoreland could read the prevailing winds.  The formal shutdown came during a July 1965 inspection trip to South Vietnam by Secretary McNamara, who ordered Westmoreland not to use tear gas on any more operations.  Westmoreland acquiesced, and MACV informed all the command elements of the new policy.


However, on September 5, 1965 during a mission near Qui Nhon city, the 2/7 Marines had been engaged in a clearing operation against the VC.  The battalion commander, Lieutenant Colonel Leon N. Utter, clearly remembers the operation:

“My battalion was spread out over an area just to the north and east of Qui Nhon city.  We received a message from an Army Special Forces team overlooking an area near the city that they could see a series of shelters, what I would call similar to fruit cellars, that were holding VC.  Unfortunately, the VC were pulling in civilians behind them to act as human shields.  My S-3 turned to me and said that he had a solution, that we had been issued a series of tear gas grenades with our ammunition.  I decided to allow the company in contact to use the grenades to clear out the VC.  This worked extremely well, and captured 21 VC and almost 400 civilians without any casualties to my Marines or to the civilians.”

Traveling with Utter was an AP correspondent named Rick Merron.  Merron was aware of the ban on tear gas use, which Utter wasn’t, although he had arrived in country in late June/early July.  Merron asked Utter on whose authority he used the tear gas.  Utter immediately replied it was his own decision.  


Merron filed the story, and the controversy was instantly rekindled.  Once again it appeared that the military was cavalierly using gas as a weapon, and the communist press jumped into the fray with the usual accusations.  Responding to the outcry, Westmoreland directed an investigation of the incident, and sent a JAG Lieutenant Colonel to investigate Utter’s communications logs to see if he had ever been informed of the “no tear gas use policy.”  The JAG officer found no such message, and Westmoreland moved quickly to clear Utter of any wrongdoing.


Utter’s seizure of the VC area while not harming a significant number of civilians was precisely the sort of effect the military was seeking when it first started testing tear gas as a weapon.  The successful use proved that tear gas, if used in specific tactical situations, could provide excellent results.  In fact, some press reports were pointing out the humanitarian aspects of the operation.  Within days, Westmoreland decided to use this victory as an example to prod Washington into rescinding the tear gas ban.  By comparing other recent Marine missions that had taken significant casualties in a similar environment against this highly effective clearing operation, Westmoreland hoped to starkly illuminate the problem.  This time, however, he had an additional lure.  

A new procedure had been developed to clear tunnel complexes with the use of a portable air blower and tear gas.  Called the “Mighty Mite,” it was a gasoline-powered machine that forced a high-speed column of air into a shaft.  It was perfect for tunnels or cave complexes, and was the technological solution to the previous indiscriminate tossing of bags of bulk CS powder and then hoping that the climatic conditions were favorable.  With the “Mighty Mite” and Utter’s operation as a backdrop, Westmoreland sent a cable to CINCPAC listing several Marine operations where the Marines had taken heavy losses from VC hiding in spider holes and tunnels.  In summary he wrote, 

“It is my firm belief that substantial military advantages can be gained by employing RCA against tunnels, caves and underground shelters.  I am convinced that US and ARVN casualties would be reduced in assaulting these positions.  Lastly, I am utterly convinced that the use of RCA is both militarily and morally preferable to the use of high explosives or flame weapons in circumstances where non-combatants are habitually encountered.”

Westmoreland also stated that “…tactical commanders at all levels of US and ARVN forces have stated a desire to use RCA.”  He finished by requesting authority to use RCA to clear tunnels and caves.  Ambassador Henry C. Lodge agreed with Westmoreland.  He followed the MACV cable with his own, stating that he supported the commander’s request, and that, 

“Developments have made it increasingly clear that this is a humane as well as effective weapon…I wonder if the time has not come to make these facts again clear to the public.  If it is considered inexpedient for this to be done by the President or the Secretary, I will be glad to issue statement here.  We must not be dissuaded from doing something which is essentially constructive because a few tendentious writers who do not, I am confident, represent public opinion sentiment, but are out simply to 

make a sensation.”

Both CINCPAC and the JCS concurred.  The JCS sent a memorandum to Secretary McNamara listing all the points brought up by Westmoreland.  While noting the political furor raised in March, the Joint Chiefs “recommend as a matter of urgency that you confirm the authority of US forces to make appropriate use of standard riot control munitions…”


Both McNamara and Rusk sought presidential approval.  All knew the risks of revising the communist charges of poison gas warfare, but believed that the military gains and the ability to explain the use of tear gas would offset the communist propaganda attacks.  However, Ambassador Goldberg at the United Nations was adamant against using the gas again.  After receiving the various cables, he wrote to Lodge “We would strongly object to any decision which would permit use of such agents prior to conclusion of 20th General Assembly.  If they were used during GA, Sov bloc would undoubtedly distort and exploit their use to launch another campaign accusing US of resorting to gas warfare in Vietnam.”
  

Goldberg’s cable eloquently laid out the propaganda and political risks involved in allowing tear gas use again.  Plainly, he felt that the damage would be too great for U.S. interests, not only in Vietnam but also around the world.  Lodge, however, supported the military’s efforts.  He replied that “We do not question predictions that tactical use of riot control agents in SVN likely to touch off ‘gas warfare’ charges by communist states…”
 He went on to note that the U.S. had weathered the biological warfare charges by the Chinese during the Korean war, and the anti-herbicide spraying campaign, but that with a policy of citing the humanitarian aspects of the gas, the U.S. could blunt the communist propaganda.

With everyone’s voice heard, McGeorge Bundy requested a decision from the President. However, in deference to Goldberg, Bundy at first reserved his recommendation.  But Westmoreland wanted to use it on an operation scheduled for late September/early October, and continued to request a decision.  Pressed for an answer, Bundy decided he was in agreement for the authorization.  He therefore wrote the President that, “There will be some international criticism, but even the New York Times is resoundingly with us on this.  I do not worry you with the pros and cons because it seems to me that the common sense of the matter is so clear.”

The President agreed.  The press was given a background presentation, with the stipulation that they could publish the story after the operation commenced.  The decision was also made, first recommended by the JCS, to keep the announcement of tear gas use “low-key.”  By October 8, MACV had completed the operational planning.  Bundy wrote again to the President that “Publicity on this matter is being coordinated so that it will be handled in Saigon, while at the same time we give appropriate and careful advance notice to some friendly countries which have been fidgety about this is in the past.  We may be overoptimistic, but we believe that with reasonable good fortune the correspondents in Saigon will themselves emphasize the basic point—which is that in certain circumstances tear gas quite simply saves lives.”
  In fact, the operation was successful, and the general news coverage, while noting the tear gas use and the “Mighty Mites,” was favorable.  The U.S. had finally gotten it right.

Forward in time

By the end of 1965, tear gas use, while not common, became more accepted.  However, its use was only allowed in South Vietnam.  It was not until February 1968 that the use of CS was permitted for Search and Rescue (SAR) operations in Laos, and then only after Westmoreland directly asked it.
  The request for CS use in North Vietnam was rejected by CINCPAC “because of political implications,” although a permanent decision was delayed “pending evaluation of its use on recovery operations in Laos.”  


By April 1971, Under Secretary of Defense David Packard, under instructions from Secretary of Defense Melvin Laird, was requesting the State Department’s views on expanding CS use on SAR missions in North Vietnam and Cambodia.  Packard realized that “such usage could impact upon the ratification of the Geneva Protocol of 1925 (in 1969 the U.S. had requested a change to the 1925 Protocol’s requesting that tear gas use be allowed) and support for our policies in Southeast Asia.  Accordingly, I would like to include your views in the request I send to the President.”
  By June, Laird wanted to further allow CS use during SAR operations to now include POW rescue operations and “emergency extractions of South Vietnamese reconnaissance teams in Cambodia…Because of your interest in the implications of any such authority, I would like to include your views…My objective in this matter is to save lives.”


The State Department concurred, although with exceptions.  Authorization for use in Laos and Cambodia would be reviewed on a case by case basis, and support for South Vietnamese operations should be done solely by the ARVN’s.  As Laird wrote in his summary memorandum to the President, “State’s views are reinforced by the anticipation that the South Vietnamese will be increasing their responsibilities as US redeployment continues.  These reservations are based on anticipated charges of ‘gas warfare’…with US involvement…”
 Laird’s message noted that “CS was employed by US forces in support of allied cross-border operations in Cambodian sanctuaries and in support of RVNAF operation Lam Son 719 in Laos on the assumption that its use was an extension of the authority for employment of CS in South Vietnam.”  

Clearly, Laird was asking the President to update and expand the prior permission to use CS in mid 1971, almost one year after the supposed Sarin gas incident in September 1970.  Given this state of affairs with tear gas, it is almost impossible to imagine any scenario whereby Sarin would have been authorized.  Although tear gas had become an accepted method of warfare, its use was generally restricted to certain types of military operations.  By late 1969, in hearings before the Subcommittee on National Security Policy and Scientific Developments of the House’s Committee on Foreign Affairs, information was provided that “since 1964, we have used over 15 million lbs. of CS tear gas in Vietnam…”
 One participant even noted that in a July 1969 Newsweek article, it was reported that the “Green Berets had found a cache of nerve gas…We consulted the editor of the publication…and quizzed his correspondent in Vietnam…Upon double-checking it, he found that it wasn’t nerve gas.  It was tear gas.”

Conclusion

Given the enormous propaganda damage created by the use of tear gas, the discovery of the employment of the nerve agent Sarin in 1970 by U.S. forces would have resulted in a political firestorm of unprecedented proportions.  In 1970, the U.S. was in an even more precarious political position, both at home and abroad, than it was in 1965.  The communist propaganda barrage would have been so overwhelming that frankly, it is doubtful whether active U.S. military operations would have been able to continue.  Despite this, April Oliver and Jack Smith continue to defend their story, claiming the multiple retractions by the interviewed veterans are the result of “military pressure.”


Finally, one of the interesting findings was that, given the enormous communist propaganda efforts to paint the U.S. as engaging in horrible warfare, captured communist Vietnamese documents are surprisingly ambivalent about chemical weapons use.  Indeed, the communists on more than one occasion used tear gas against American troops, including the battle for Hue during the Tet offensive.  One document even had instructions on how to decontaminate if Sarin was used, one more on how to produce tear gas grenades.  Another noted that “enemy aircraft dropped…Yperite (mustard gas) agents on our position…”
  Many also discuss the necessary combat tactics to avoid being gassed, and that command cadre must indoctrinate troops in the “anti-toxic task and plan.”
  Many of these documents were free of the usual rhetoric found in communist documents, discussing chemical weapons in an almost scientific manner.


Despite the furor unleashed by the tear gas controversy, the lesson learned is that with proper planning, tear gas proved an effective weapon.  More important, a prior decision to discuss with the press and our allies, an openness not easily condoned by military officers, could have spared the U.S. much grief.  In an overtly political war, such measures become necessary.  
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