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Dedication

To my father, Cpl. William George Bruce, who inspired my own passion for history through his unbound curiosity in understanding the nature and motives of those who forge our world through their actions.

A military man, my father told me when I was young that soldiers are not the bold and daring men portrayed in movies who daily challenge the foe for excitement and thrills. Rather, he explained, soldiers are disciplined and dedicated individuals, committed to their profession, their country and their fellow team members.

Wars are dramatic tragedies written in real time. It is through the unfolding of each act and scene that the very course of human history is determined. And the words are scribed in the sacrifice, anguish and blood of those whom we refer to as soldiers.
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Foreward


We're not the public service. We're not just another department.

We are the Armed Forces. And our job is to be able to kill people.

- General Rick Hillier



War may be overtly offensive, purely defensive, or more typically may exist in the morally confused gray region between these extremes. There are wars of attack, involving annexation, colonization and conquest. And there are wars of defense, which involve resisting those who violate national boundaries, or protecting allies from such attacks. There are also wars of aggression against perceived enemies. These are considered defensive in nature by the attacker, a pre-emptive action against a possible hostile threat. And there are wars of defense against perceived enemies. Such wars often involve resistance to foreign occupation by those natural to the land, insurgents relying on asymmetric warfare techniques. You will encounter all these situations in this book. And it will not always be apparent who the aggressors and who the defenders are.

Though it can often be difficult to discern between offensive and defensive operations, and between the aggressors and the defenders, some historic cases for which these roles are readily apparent can serve to provide suitable examples in assisting to define these boundaries. Adolf Hitler's invasion of his European neighbours was clearly a purely aggressive act of war. While the Soviet defense of their nation against Hitler’s armies, and the US led invasion of Europe, clearly involve the use of military force to defend national boundaries and those of allies. In all cases war involves the use of military force to subdue and kill the defined enemy. Soldiers die. Civilians suffer abuses and injury. Cities are destroyed. Nations are traumatized. War has always been, and continues to be, brutal and horrible in the extreme.

Following World War II, unlike the path chosen by the Soviet Union, the United States did not coerce into submission the nations its military forces occupied. Rather, the United States expended substantial resources to rebuild its allies in Europe, as well as Germany and Japan. The US also introduced legitimate democratic institutions to these nations and accepted them as new allies. The major conflicts in which the US has become engaged in since World War II have been, in principle if not in fact, efforts to defend its many allies from real or perceived threats. These conflicts arose for a variety of reasons, from protecting allies in an effort to build strong alliances to toppling belligerent governments in an effort to maintain world stability. In recognition of this commitment the US became known as the “Policemen of the World.”

Every nation will fight wars, and has a right to do so. Wars which involve defending against attack and building national security through addressing global threats are legitimate conflicts. The United States has been engaged in a number of such wars following World War II. Each met with some level of success, and some level of failure. It is important to understand the factors that contributed to the relative successes and failures of each of these conflicts. This knowledge will assist us, through our power of the vote, in selecting responsible governments that implement effective national policies. These should be directed toward minimizing the occasions for which military intervention is deemed necessary. Military engagements should be carefully selected based on both the political need and on the probability of successfully achieving the wars objectives. These objectives should reflect reasonably attainable goals that provide the desired political solution. Decisive strategies need to be developed in advance that define the scope of action to be taken, the level of commitment to be provided, the goals to be accomplished, and a firm exit strategy.

Failure to develop comprehensive and decisive policies for action can have dire consequences on a nation’s history, and the state of security throughout the world. Europe’s lack of cohesive response to the aggressions of Hitler and their appeasement in regards to Czechoslovakia is the classic modern example of a lost opportunity to have both averted Word War II and the subsequent Soviet domination over its European neighbours. Alternatively, poorly executed efforts may prove equally catastrophic. Strong actions not adequately considered in advance may result in consequences far worse than would have resulted from a decision to avoid involvement. By understanding recent conflicts we can better prepare ourselves to make wiser choices as future situations arise, choices that minimize the probability of generating results that are counter to our interests and intentions.

This book is not an attempt to produce a monumental academic research study. Nor does it suggest political direction or military strategy. Rather, the goal of this book is to provide the discerning and educated reader with a history of the various significant wars that the United States has been involved in since World War II and to provide insight into the key factors that determined the relative successes and failures of each of these conflicts. It is left to the reader’s interpretation and discretion to conclude for themselves how these lessons learned can best be applied to ensure success in future endeavors and to provide for a more peaceful and stable world.

T.P. Bruce, 2016





Chapter 1

Introduction

Throughout history nations have sought to maintain peace within their own borders and within the borders of their allies, with whom they typically engage in mutually beneficial economic exchange and defense pacts. When conflict would inevitably arise within a state, either by means of internal insurgencies or external attacks, another state might employ military force to assist its ally in restoring stability. Motives include an effort to ensure continuity of economic interests, keeping the conflict from spreading to wider spheres, and fulfillment of the commitments of a defense pact, which would be recognized as without value otherwise. The Romans maintained an Empire for more than five hundred years on the basis of conquering, absorbing and afterward defending other nations and their peoples.

Roman soldiers frequently fought bitter battles against intruders alongside auxiliary legions consisting of men from recently conquered territories. Together they would battle the foe to defend their new ally’s homeland from invasion. By this means the Romans were able to continue to expand while ensuring stability and prosperity throughout the Empire. Generally maintaining a state of tranquility across much of Europe, the period has come to be known historically as the Pax Romana, or Roman Peace. Great Britain similarly maintained relatively peaceful conditions across an expansive Empire which encompassed much of the globe for some 200 years. Through a combination of colonization and conquest, the period of their tactful administration of lands throughout the Americas, Africa, India, Asia and Australia is frequently referred to as the Pax Britannica.

At the midpoint in the development of the British Empire, the Napoleonic Wars erupted. A Coalition of European powers united their strength and eventually were able to finally defeat Napoleon at the Battle of Waterloo in 1815. Following this victory over France and its ally Spain, many of the Spanish colonies of the Western Hemisphere would proclaim independence, taking advantage of their new found freedom. Among these many established democracies based on the system implemented by the United States of America not that many years before. These newly formed nations later frequently appealed to the United States to assist them in defending themselves against European aggressors which sought to establish control over their rich national resources. The United States stood upon a cross-road in their history. The US could ignore the pleas, or the US could choose to assist these nations through militarily intervention.

This was a big decision for the United States as the nation had never before entered upon the international stage in regards to military action. Prior to making a decision consideration had to be given to when it would be morally right to intervene, when such interventions would be in the long term interests of the US, and what the relationship would be between the US and their new ally. John Quincy Adams, then Secretary of State, proposed that the United States foreign policy regarding military conflict should rest on two pillars. The first of these was that the United States should maintain a purely a defensive army and navy. The second was that the US would assume a non-aggressive policy toward other nations, neither initiating attack, nor becoming embroiled in conflicts begun by others. Adams did recommended however reserving the right to defend “areas of interest” to the United States from attack.

President James Monroe adopted into policy John Quincy’s concept, implementing a military philosophy that became known as the Monroe Doctrine. Monroe considered all of the Western Hemisphere south and west of the existing United States borders to be an “area of interest” to the future of his nation. Therefore his stolid position was that though the US would not engage itself in any wars within the European theatre, the US could and would resist incursions by Europeans into the affairs of the Western Hemisphere. This Monroe Policy served the United States well throughout the 19th Century, both before and following the American Civil War. The US involvement in the liberation of Cuba from Spanish rule during what has become known as the Spanish-American War of 1898, during which the US also took possession of the Philippines from Spain, being the best know.

With the occurrence of World War I and the United States’ ultimately entry into the conflict following President Woodrow Wilson’s realisation that US involvement was necessary to preserve world order, the Monroe Doctrine was recognized as outdated. Horrified by the scale of the disastrous war, Woodrow sought to create a worldwide organization that had the focus and capacity to address international issues before they escalated to the catastrophic proportions of the Great War. His brainchild was the formation of the League of Nations. The organization he proposed would provide both a forum under which nations could discuss and resolve their differences, and an alliance that would respond militarily to intervene in attacks by one nation on another. Through this approach he had hoped to avoid global conflicts in the future similar to WWI.

Though a great concept in principal, once ultimately formed the League lacked key membership players. With the absence of the United States, who failed to join the League following Wilson’s death, as well as the Soviet Union, Germany and Japan, the organization became a debating society within Europe without the teeth to act. Failing to respond to the invasion of Manchuria by Japan in 1931, the invasion of Ethiopia by Italy in 1935, and the invasion of China by Japan in 1937, as well as to Germany’s aggressive behavior in Europe in the late 1930’s, the League had proven itself a failure. While the League would carry on in name only through the Second World War, and have its final meeting at Geneva in April of 1946, the League had ceased functionally with the onset of that war.

The need for a replacement organization with full membership and a more comprehensive capability to act was recognized by all major powers following WWII. Following the initiative of President Franklin D Roosevelt during the war to establish a replacement to the League, the United Nations (UN) was created in 1945. Again, the goal of the organization would be to ensure conflicts similar to World War II never recurred by encouraging the world’s nations to work co-operatively toward the preservation of world peace and the enhancement of the human condition. The two most significant groups that compose the resulting UN were the General Assembly and the Security Council. All members of the United Nations are entitled to a seat in the General Assembly with equal representation, which currently numbers 193 nations. The Security Council by contrast is composed of a more select group of nations.

The General Assembly meets regularly to review and debate issues, decide on budgets and select the temporary membership within the Security Council. Membership in the Security Council consists of the 5 permanent members, the United States, The Soviet Union (now Russia), the United Kingdom, France and China, as well as 10 non-permanent members. These are other UN members that are selected to participate in the Security Council for 2 year terms. The Security Council is responsible for making key decisions to ensure peaceful relations among its members. It serves essentially as the “teeth” of the UN, a critical aspect lacking within the previous League. While the General Assembly cannot force any member nations to adhere to their wishes, the Security Council decisions are binding on its membership. However, a binding decision within the Security Council requires a unanimous vote by all members.

Initial efforts by the UN were complicated by the situation in China following World War II. China had become engaged in a civil war between the existing National forces led by General Chiang Kai-shek, and the recently emerged Communist forces under Mao Zedong. Driven from the mainland, Kai-shek formed a government on the island of Taiwan that was allied to the US. In the UN this Republic of China was recognized as the legitimate government and they were permitted to represent China in the General Assembly and the Security Council. The Soviet Union however felt that China should be represented by their ally, the newly declared People’s Republic of China. This disparity and the consequential tension resulted in a severe lack of co-operation among the principle members of the Security Council. The Soviets voted against most US, UK and French efforts as a show of its displeasure with the current arrangement. The organization was therefore only able to involve itself in issues that the Soviets did not consider relevant to them, such as the 1947 resolution to create the state of Israel.

With the impediments caused by the Soviet Union within the United Nations, the United States recognized that another organization was required to confront the ambitions of the Soviets, particularly within the European Theatre. Therefore the US proposed the formation of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization, or NATO. Formed on 4 April 1949, the organization was established as a mutual defense pact, in which all members would come to the defense of any other member who was attacked. Originally consisting of the United States, Canada, the United Kingdom, Belgium, the Netherlands, Luxembourg, France, Portugal, Italy, Norway, Denmark and Iceland, the organization has grown over the years to now include over 28 members. Though having the pretense of being principally an organization to protect each of its members from any aggressors, the actual function of NATO was to protect Europe from invasion by the Soviet Union. In response to the formation of NATO the Soviets formed their own defensive organization in 1955, the Warsaw Pact. Though NATO initially struggled to find its identity and to unite the efforts of its members, the Korean War acted to consolidate the organization by convincing its members of the seriousness of the threat of world Communism.
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Chapter 2

The Korean War

Following World War II, the United States quickly became embroiled within the Korean War. Encouraged by the Communist Chinese and sponsored by the Soviet Union, the war followed quickly on the heels of WWII as a challenge by global Communism to the United Nations, NATO, and the American leadership of these organizations. Starting on 25 June 1950 this brutal war involved commitments from the military forces of dozens of nations across the globe, and continued unabated until 27 July 1953. The war was to ultimately unite the world’s democratic nations and strengthen their new organizations by providing a common struggle to resist communist expansion.

Communist North Korea, under the influence and support of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR), or the Soviet Union, and the newly formed People's Republic of China (PRC), attacked South Korea, which had remained under the jurisdiction of the United States following the end of hostilities in WWII. The United Nations, led by the efforts of the US, participated in the defense of South Korea in an attempt to defend this new nation from Communist incursion. The efforts of the UN unfortunately led to an expansion of the war when their success in countering and invading North Korea resulted in the PRC becoming embroiled in the fight on the side of their North Korean allies. Commonly referred as the “Forgotten War”, the Korean War saw extensive fighting between Chinese and UN troops, resulting in more than 3 million dead by the end of this three year war.

2.1 Background

Korea has experienced a brutal history of invasions and conquests as the natural land bridge between two competing military powerhouses, China and Japan. Both have repeatedly attempted the conquest and control of Korea in an effort to control her resources and as a permanent invasion point to mount attacks from. Conquered by the Chinese Han dynasty in 108 BC, Korea remained under Chinese influence and control up to the great Japanese invasion under the emperor Toyotomi Hideyoshi, from 1592 through 1597. Following his consolidation of power in Japan, Hideyoshi sought both the conquest of Korea for her rich resources, and to provide a stepping stone to his ultimate goal of invading China itself.

Though meeting initially with success, the Japanese invasion attempt was ultimately thwarted through the combined strength of the co-operating Korean and Chinese military forces, at great loss to each. Following another 300 years of Chinese domination, Japan finally took control of Korea by defeating the Qing Dynasty of China during the First Sino-Japanese War in 1894/95. Challenged by Imperial Russia for influence in the Asian sphere, the Empire of Japan firmly defeated the Russians in the Russo-Japanese War of 1904/05. In the concluding Treaty of Portsmuth of 1905, the United States acknowledged Japanese interests in Korea for recognition of US interests in the Philippines.

Japan quickly converted the peninsula of Korea into its protectorate in 1905 through the Eulsa Treaty, and in turn completely annexed the region in 1910. In response, many of the educated and wealthy Koreans left the country for China. They would provide leadership to their nation at a distance by establishing a Provisional Korean Government in 1919, headed by Syngman Rhee. In a brutal act of repression and racism, the Japanese sought to assimilate the 24 million people of Korea in 1937 by destroying their culture. Compelled to forced labor and killed for resisting Japanese authority, Koreans were forbidden to use their native language, permitted only to speak in Japanese. To resist the Japanese occupation, a communist movement formed within Korea, organized by the Communist Chinese and led by Kim Il-sung.

Exploiting their bridgehead on the Asian continent, the Empire of Japan invaded Manchuria in September of 1931, followed by an invasion of China proper in July of 1937. Known as the Second Sino-Japanese War, the conflict between China and Japan would become embedded within World War II with the bombing of Pearl Harbor and America’s entry into the war. The Japanese invasion of China was resisted by Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek of the existing Nationalist Chinese government, allies of the United States. Additionally, the recently created Chinese communist movement, inspired by Leninism and the creation of the Soviet Union, also actively resisted the Japanese incursion. To complicate the situation, the Chinese nationalists sought to exterminate the Communist movement and a civil war raged between the two while they both battled with the Japanese. Almost successful in this goal, the Nationalist virtual annihilated the Communists. However, following their retreat, known as The Long March, the communists were able to successful re-build their movement into an even more effective organization under the leadership of Mao Zedong.

The Communist Chinese coordinated their resistance of the Japanese with Kim Il-sung and the Communists in Korea, creating a strong bond between the two. Following the defeat and withdrawal of Japanese units from Chinese territories, the Chinese Civil War continued unabated. Mao Zedong ultimately defeated Chiang Kai-shek in 1949, who withdrew to Taiwan to form the Republic of China, while Mao remained in Beijing, creating the People’s Republic of China (PRC). At this time, and at all times since, the PRC has never recognized Taiwan as a separate nation and have an intense interest in completing the Civil War by conquering Taiwan and reclaiming their lost territory. While the Chinese Civil War raged on, the Korean communists supported their Communist compatriots by providing troops to fight alongside them. As a result, by the end of 1949, the Communist Koreans had at their disposal 60,000 well-trained and battle hardened infantry.

As the war in Europe was coming to its close with the defeat of Hitler’s Germany, the United States made the regrettable decision of requesting Soviet co-operation in assisting them in conquering the Japanese islands. By the time the Japanese surrendered, following the nuclear bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the Soviets had already penetrated well within Japanese territories held in China, Korea and the Japanese islands. And following the signing of the peace treaty with Japan, the Soviets refused to abandon these territories. Where enemy regions were jointly occupied by both forces of the United States and the Soviet Union at the conclusion of the war, such as with Korea and Germany, the two powers agreed to divide supervision of the territories between them. In the case of Korea, at the Potsdam Conference in 1945, the US and the Soviet Union agreed to partition the country along the 38th parallel.

The Soviets set up a communist government in North Korea led by Kim Il Sung, who was strongly supported by Stalin. The US correspondingly established a semi-democratic right-wing government in South Korea led by Syngman Rhee. Rhee had spent much of his life in exile in the US. Educated as a Christian, America felt comfortable and confident in his appointment to this role. Unfortunately, due to his seclusion as an exile, he had become alienated from his own people and was not generally respected or trusted by them. At the time of his appointment in 1945 Rhee was already 70 years old. As had been agreed, both the Soviets and Americans withdrew their occupying forces from the Koreas in 1948/49 when the two new nations were established.

Both Korean leaders were strongly nationalistic and intent on reuniting the two Koreas into one nation under their own control. American only provided Syngman Rhee nominal military and political support, hoping to restore peaceful conditions to the area. Kim Il-Sung however made it clear to the Soviet Union and the People’s Republic of China that he wished to conquer South Korea and was in turn well provided for in terms of military equipment and support. Providing North Korea with tanks, artillery and aircraft, the Soviets also became highly involved in the planning of the invasion and the training of North Korean officers in modern combat techniques and tactics. Detailed invasion plans were prepared by highly experienced Soviet Generals who had fought in WWII. Kim Il-Sung was under the delusion that his leadership would be welcomed in the South and that an invasion would result in their rapid capitulation.

Stalin believed that the North Koreas were adequately prepared to defeat South Korea, and that the US would not make an effort to defend their ally. He knew that South Korea was of low strategic value to the US, and he had recently witnessed the US chose not to support their ally Chiang Kai-shek in the Chinese Civil War. Stalin made it clear to Kim Il-Sung however that his continuing support to North Korea was conditional on the success of their efforts. As well, he made it clear that no Soviet troops would get directly involved in the fighting as he was adverse to the Soviet Union becoming involved in a war with the Unites States. Stalin officially gave North Korea authorization to attack South Korea in April of 1950, with the re-assurance from the Chinese that they would send troops to assist the North if they were required.

2.2 The War

War broke out suddenly on the 5th of June in 1950, when North Korea launched a full scale surprise invasion of South Korea with a 4-pronged attack. 130,000 North Korean troops in 10 divisions advanced across the border to quickly and decisively push back the surprised South Korean defenders. With soldiers experienced through years of bitter fighting in the Chinese Civil War, and an officer caste trained in modern warfare techniques by the Soviets, the North Korean troops, together with their amply supplied Soviet tanks, artillery and aircraft quickly over-ran the poorly organized and ill-equipped units of the South Korean military. Hoping for a swift and decision victory, Kim Il Sung appeared to be achieving his target, for within a week 80,000 of the initial 100,000 defending South Korean troops were unaccounted for, most simply abandoning their posts.

Though President Truman had not regarded South Korea of strategic significance before the invasion, with Europe still being the main focus of America’s concern, the attack upon their ally made the Truman administration deeply consider the possible consequences. Truman felt strongly that he did not want to let the war become a powder keg that escalated the world into another World War. Truman in fact had corrected surmised that the incursion was orchestrated by Stalin as a diversion to bog the US down in an Asian war with China, providing the Soviets both the excuse and opportunity to invade Europe. Alternatively, he also saw that this was a deliberate challenge to both the US, the UN, and to NATO, and that failure to act would undermine the world’s confidence in the US and in these newly created organizations. The administration had also become seriously concerned about the organized spread of Communism. Japan was the only major ally of the US in Asia, and if Korea fell, then Japan could be next, essentially depriving the US of influence in the region.

Based on these considerations Truman decided to make his stand in Korea. Quoted as the time, Truman said “Communism was acting in Korea, just as Hitler, Mussolini and the Japanese had ten, fifteen, and twenty years earlier. I felt certain that if South Korea was allowed to fall, Communist leaders would be emboldened to override nations closer to our own shores. If the Communists were permitted to force their way into the Republic of Korea without opposition from the free world, no small nation would have the courage to resist threat and aggression by stronger Communist neighbors.”

The US was able to quickly secure support of the United Nations Security Council and build a broad coalition that condemned the invasion through implementing Resolution 82 on the 25th of June, 1950. The Soviets failed to block the move by having boycotted their vote over their insistence that Communist China (the People's Republic of China) be recognized as the official Chinese government rather than the Nationalist government based in Taiwan (Republic of China). Therefore at this critical moment the Soviet Union failed to stop UN involvement in the Korean War. The Security Council then successfully passed Resolution 83 on the 27th of June, which recommended that military assistance be provided to South Korea (Republic of Korea). This was followed immediately on the same day by President Truman’s order for the US to provide prompt military assistance.

By the 5th of July the initial wave of US troops arrived to support South Korea. These troops had quickly been transferred over from the occupation troops America had stationed in Japan under General Douglas MacArthur’s Far East Command. The transferred units were 4 undersized divisions that had grown soft through 5 years of peace, and were neither well trained nor disciplined. They also were without tanks or heavy artillery, and therefore were not well prepared for the brutal engagements that awaited them. To counterbalance this deficit, the US relied heavily on its superior naval assets, in particular the airpower provided by its carriers. These aircraft reduced to rubble the piston air force of North Korea, provided cover for US troop carrying transport ships from Japan to South Korea, and played a critical role in crippling the North Korean army’s supply system.

Critically, at this stage of the war President Truman ordered the US Seventh Fleet to secure all the navigable waters in the area, which included the Taiwan Strait. The action effectively stopped the Chinese Civil War by blocking Communist China’s access to Taiwan. This infuriating the Communists, who had been building an invasion army for a final confrontation of the Chinese Nationalists. Regarding this as an act of aggressive and with no reason to further accumulate troops for a war against Taiwan, the Chinese began to move these formations toward Korea, seeking revenge upon the Americans for interfering in and prematurely, if not permanently halting their perceived destiny.

American forces, under the command of General Walton Walker, combined with the remaining South Korean units to resist the advance of the North Korean military machine. However they were still no match for the powerfully equipped Northern units and were inevitably pushed back across South Korea. Losing the capital of Seoul, they were driven back to the Pusan enclave at the Southern tip of Korea, where 100,000 demoralized troops dug in for the defense. The North Korean tactic of massed frontal assaults and the wear on their manpower and logistics by constant American air attack had however significantly weakened their overall strength. By the time the US were digging in for a defense only 70,000 North Korean troops remained to take the offensive, also having lost much of their armor and artillery. Meanwhile the US had reinforcements as well as artillery and tanks arriving to the port at Pusan. The stage had been set for the Battle of Pusan Perimeter.

During the battle, which ran through August and September of 1950, North Korean units repeatedly attacked the remaining elements of the South Korean forces and the US 8th Army. The US was able to survive these punishing attacks through vigorous and constant air assaults on the North Korean positions and their logistics train. The North Koreans were so battered by these aerial attacks that they took to hiding throughout the daylight hours and only conducting operations under cover of darkness. During the battle additional US military assets continually poured in through the port of Pusan, including over 500 medium tanks shipped directly from the US. At the final stages of the battle, US and ally forces outnumbered the North Korean forces almost 2 to 1.

Amazingly, the North continued to take the initiative and launched a large final offensive on the 31st of August that lasted for 5 days. But the undermanned attack ran out of momentum and Pusan was held. The US then took the initiative to drive back the North Korean forces. In September MacArthur attacked the port of Inchon close to Seoul to secure this critical troop landing site and provide access to the capital, while Walker initiated the breakout from Pusan. North Korean troops broke under the weight of the combined attacks and were routed, being driven back to North Korea by early October. Communist China threatened to join the war on the side of North Korea if the US crossed the 38th parallel into North Korea. Certain that the Chinese would not intervene, and that he could defeat them if they did, MacArthur convinced a doubtful Truman to permit him to cross the 38th. Quickly over-running the discouraged Northern Forces, the capital of North Korea, Pyongyang city, capitulated on the 19th of October, 1950.
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US Marines Scaling the Seawall at Inchon

CHINA ENTERS THE WAR

General MacArthur wished to maintain the momentum and to invade China proper, feeling that the Chinese could not resist his forces. Truman ordered him not to cross the Sino-Korean border in hopes that the Chinese would chose not to become involved in the conflict. By this time however the Chinese had in fact already decided to intervene. Mao Zedong had announced to his Politburo that he would use the troops that had been gathered to invade Taiwan to assist North Korea, in retribution for the US blockading the Taiwan Straits. Stalin, in complete agreement, requested Mao to support North Korea with up to six divisions. Still averse to starting a war with America, Stalin himself would not commit any Russian forces to the defense of North Korea, preferring to hold them back for a possible invasion of Europe.

MacArthur had completely under-estimated the Chinese. The Chinese initiated their counter-invasion on the same day as the fall of Pyongyang, crossing the Yalu River in force. They then began what is commonly referred to as their First Phase Offensive on the 25th. Prior to launching their offensive, the Chinese had infiltrated 10 divisions of 130,000 troops into the North Korean mountains surrounding the Americans. As the opening phase of their overall attack strategy, these units swarmed the American ground forces with massed infantry assaults. Impressed with the initiative and success of the Chinese campaign, and always supporting a winner, Stalin ordered the Soviet Air Force to provide cover to the advancing Chinese.

The Russian pilots flew their aircraft out of Chinese airbases to disguise their true nationality. Flying the very modern MIG-15, these aircraft outclassed all US aircraft other than the F-86 Sabre. Unable to comprehend how the Chinese were successfully attacking them, the Americans concluded that the assaults must be a limited effort and decided to counter-attack in an attempt to drive the Chinese back. On the 24th of November the US forces launched their own offensive, which saw the US 8th Army advance through the center of North Korea and the US X Corps advance along the east coast, along with UN troops from various supporting nations that had begun to arrive.

The Chinese however were waiting and promptly launched their Second Phase Offensive, driving the US and UN forces back. Under the cover of darkness the Chinese would relocate infantry units around US and UN positions. With the arrival of daylight, they would then launch these units in massed infantry assaults, overwhelming the numerically inferior allied forces as they tried to execute a fighting retreat. As the fighting progressed, the Chinese continued to deliver more infantry to the fight, increasing their unit strength from the initial 10 divisions to 30 divisions. General Walker, though a tough commander, was not innovative in responding to the Chinese tactics. Pushed back to the 38th parallel by December 15th, the US and UN forces were able to manage an organized withdrawal rather than a route. The US suggested a ceasefire but as China had the advantage, the request went unanswered. China briefly pauses for reinforcements and supplies to catch up, and then attacked across the 38th.

The failure of the UN Command to develop a successful approach to resisting the Chinese tactics convinced General MacArthur that America should use nuclear weapons on the Chinese troops. He even wanted to use them on Chinese cities and military targets within China proper to bring a quick end to the conflict. Truman emphatically resisted the employment of nuclear weapons but could not offer an alternative solution to the predicament. The answer came with the unfortunate death of Walker in December, who was killed in a car accident. Replaced by Lieutenant-General Matthew Ridgway, just as China was launching their Third Phase Offensive, Ridgway quickly developed a winning solution to counter the Chinese tactics of mass infantry attack. His principal tactic consisted of launching a limited attack to provoke the Chinese and then deliberately giving ground in a gradual and controlled retreat. The attacking Chinese were thereby drawn into pre-arranged fire zones in which the American’s superior artillery and airpower assets could be fully utilized. Through this basic tactic dreadful casualties were inflicted on the Chinese infantry, and the advancing units of massed infantry were worn down through a combination of attrition and demoralization.

Use of this tactic however still required the US and UN units to continually retreat. They were forced to pass by Seoul, which was once again captured by the North Koreans. The US and UN forces were able though to hold the Chinese just passed the Capital, at which stage the Chinese cumulative losses had become serious and their logistic train had become overstretched and excessively exposed to air attack. The following three months saw each side gaining and losing the initiative, and the battles see-sawed back and forth. By this time, very few North Korean troops remained to fight on North Korea’s behalf, and so in a very real sense this was a war between American and Chinese forces fought on Korean soil. By February of 1951 the Chinese launched their Fourth Phase Offensive. However, the American forces morale had significantly improved since Ridgway took charge, and the Chinese had run their course. The Chinese advance was halted and the UN assumed the initiative, driving back the Chinese. American morale and innovation was found able to resist Communist discipline and mass assault tactics.

STALEMATE

By March of 1951 the Chinese forces were having difficult resisting the UN advance, and Mao requested Stalin for additional Soviet air support over their battered supply lines. By adding two more air force divisions to the fight themselves, the US was able to maintain aerial dominance through the superiority of US pilots, despite the still numerically greater Soviet presence. With their supply train continually battered the Chinese could not provide their units with sufficient resources and Chinese soldiers became exhausted, hungry and demoralized. China found itself without enough ammunition and equipment to even defend themselves, let alone launch attacks. Driving the Chinese back to the 38th parallel, the US / UN had to decide how to proceed. The options essentially were to either hold the line, or to invade North Korea again.
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American Artillery Firing on Advancing Chinese Formations

Invasion bore the risk of further escalation, potentially stirring the Soviet Union directly into the war, or provoking the Soviets to attack Europe. General MacArthur wanted to invade North Korea with the deliberate aim of escalating the war to involve the Soviets. He strongly felt America and Europe together could win a war against the Soviet Union and China, that this war was inevitable and that it would be best to fight it now. Europe deeply resisted the option of invading North Korea for fear of provoking the Soviet Union to invade Europe. They had just experienced the devastation of WWII on their soils, and did not wish to provide Stalin the opportunity to invade while America was tied down in an Asian war. European nations that had committed troops to Korea through the UN resolution threatened to withdrawal their forces if the US made the decision to invade North Korea. The White House decided to hold the line at the 38th and to seek a cease-fire. MacArthur made his disagreement known at every opportunity, repeating it emphatically in speeches without White House consent. Becoming an unbearable public embarrassment and liability to the White House, the administration felt compelled to dismiss him.

Deciding to hold at the 38th parallel, the UN thus handed the initiative back to the Chinese. The Chinese launched a major offensive in the spring of 1951. More than a half million Chinese troops swarmed the UN defensive positions. Employing their recently developed tactic to overcome the human wave tactics of the Chinese, the UN gave ground to expose the Chinese infantry to the UN’s superior firepower (predominantly of US origin). Heavy casualties were inflicted on the Chinese, the offensive was halted, and the Chinese were driven back to the 38th. The Chinese launched another offensive on May 15, involving 21 Chinese and 9 North Korean divisions, who had rebuild their crushed army. Again, the UN ceded ground to induce terrible attrition on the Chinese and Korean infantry units. Per UN estimates, 90,000 casualties resulted. By June 1951 it was clear that the war was a stalemate.
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General Douglas MacArthur

In July through August peace talks occurred, but with no progress made. The Chinese used the opportunity to dig in. Starting with Soviet styled World War II massed infantry assault tactics, the Korean War descending into the trench warfare typical of World War I. Two more years of stalemate and continued warfare were required to secure a ceasefire. The Chinese resisted accepting a treaty convinced that the UN could not persevere in its role. They had concluded that the participants would tire of the war and either leave it entirely, or at least lessen their ceasefire demands. The UN however, despite very low troop morale and an indifferent home front, did not back down. The US continually reminded its European partners that surrendering Korea to the Chinese would only encourage the spread of Communism and the eventual conquest of Europe by the Soviet Union. A house divided cannot stand, and the UN stood firm.

In their final Fifth Phase Offensive, the Chinese attacked in April of 1951 with a massive assault involving three field armies comprised of approximately 700,000 men. But even this massive assault was once again halted and driven back. The stalemate persisted, with the Chinese suffering far greater casualties than the UN forces. In addition to the staggering losses suffered by the Chinese and North Koreans in the war, the UN was also conducting extensive bombing raids on North Korea, annihilating virtually all of their industrial capacity and much of their civilian infrastructure. Operating at any time more than 800 MIG-15’s out of China, the Chinese were never able to gain control of the skies despite the US fielding far fewer of the F-86 Sabres capable of resisting them. This permitted the US to bomb the Chinese and North Koreans at will. Recognizing their inability to defeat the UN, and unable to sustain their rate of losses, China agreed to enter into Peace Negotiations. While they negotiated, the Chinese continued the attack, hoping for a victory that would give them an advantage at the bargaining table.
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Map of the Koreas and Early Phase of the War

Dwight D Eisenhower became the newly elected president of the US in 1952 and he went to Korea to determine what it would take to end the war. By-passing both the stubborn North Koreans and South Koreans, who each insisted on re-uniting the Koreas, Eisenhower negotiated directly with the Chinese. President Rhee become infuriated when he learned of this and became unmanageable. In January of 1953, President Eisenhower wanted Rhee to be pushed out of office as he had become an impediment to the peace negotiations. Rhee however remained in power, rigging elections and insisting that South Korea continue the war even if the UN signed a peace treaty. In a last-ditch effort to gain advantage at the bargaining tables, China launched a 100,000 man attack against the weaker South Korean divisions, who were never up to resisting the Chinese. The Koreans fell back, but the Chinese were eventually stopped by the UN forces. The Chinese, exhausted and thin on manpower, ammunition and food, agreed to the armistice. The ceasefire was signed in July 1953.

2.3 Outcome

The Korea’s resumed their existence as two nations following four bitter years of war. Having committed 341,000 troops to the war, 300,000 of which were from the US, the UN forces suffered approximately 40,000 deaths. China, which had committing untold millions, is estimated to have incurred over 400,000 killed. While the Korea’s suffered proportionately more, with South Korea at 140,000 lost and 215,000 for North Korea. Including Korean civilians, it is estimated that approximately 1.2 million persons died in the Korean War. Considering that for each soldier killed typically two or three were seriously wounded, and accounting for the sheer scale of destruction of the commercial and residential properties in both Korea’s, the devastation was on the scale of the war ravaged nations of World War II.

To this day, US troops remain in Korea. A significant portion of these, as well as of the extensive South Korean military presence, remain guarding the 2.5 mile wide Korean Demilitarized Zone along the 38th parallel. Likewise, much of the expansive North Korean military force stands guard on the opposing side of the parallel. This stand-off has persisted since 1953 without surcease. Over the years North Korea has repeatedly threatened South Korea with invasion, missile strikes, and more recently, nuclear attack. Remaining a client state of the Soviet Union, and under the protective umbrella of China, the desperately poor nation of North Korea has used its position in attempts to blackmail other countries into providing much needed fuel and food in return simply for reducing the aggressiveness of their rhetoric. However, significantly, for all the words exchanged, there has been no further conflict between the nations in over 60 years.

Following the war South Korea has blossomed into a modern industrialized democracy, one of the successful “Asian tiger” nations. South Korea saw great economic advantage by supporting the United States throughout the duration of their war in Vietnam, sending both troops to directly support the US forces, and military supplies. Rhee continued to rule until 1960. A succession of dictators then dominated until 1987, following which a strong democracy took root. Enjoying a Western standard of living, South Koreans successfully established strong democratic and capitalistic traditions in their nation. The United States continues to firmly support South Korea as a valued ally, while China supports North Korea as a reluctant partner.

Following the war North Korea turned inward. Known as the Hermit Kingdom, North Korea has been ruled by petty totalitarian monarchs and has remained extremely backward in terms of industry, agriculture and social reform. These monarchs have been Kim Il Sung to 1994, Kim Jong-Il to 2011 and currently Kim Jong-Un. Paranoid of being overthrown, it is estimated that over one million souls were destroyed between 1945 and 1987 in government ordered murders and in concentration camps. While in the 1990’s North Korea suffered from such extreme poverty and famine that the people took to eating grass to fill the void in their stomachs and it is estimated that millions of individuals may have starved to death.

Emboldened on hearing of the capitulation of Saigon to the North Vietnamese in April of 1975, Kim Il-sung met with Mao Zedong seeking support on his plans to re-invade South Korea. China however was unwilling to support this effort. As recently as 2013 North Korea boldly announced that they would not adhere to the terms of the peace treaty and were once again preparing for full out war against South Korea. They also stated that they were prepared to use nuclear weapons against South Korea, Japan and the United States. To this day North Korea clearly remains an instigator and therefore a major risk to escalation of tensions in the eastern Asian area.

2.4 Key Factors

The war in Korea was a war both of nationalism and politics. The Koreans resented the division of their country and sought its restoration. The invasion of South Korea by North Korea was as much a war of nationalistic zeal as it was a war of conquest. American motives for entering the war on the side of South Korea was a reflection of their belief that failure to stand up to Fascism in Europe was the major cause of WWII. The US did not want to repeat the European’s error of appeasement with Hitler now with Stalin and his aggressive pursuit of the spread of Communism. Having seen much of Eastern Europe absorbed by the Soviets, and having lost China as an ally to the communist forces of Mao Zedong, under the guidance and sponsorship of Stalin, the United States wished to draw a firm line in the sand to halt the spread of International Communism.

In 1951 the Soviet Union was still ruled by the iron fist of Joseph Stalin, while China was now under the firm hand of Mao Zedong. Both were legendary figures in the history of their respective nations, the infamy of which is still highly debated to this day. Both held global strategy as a priority in their thinking, were firm in their judgement, and were obeyed by their subordinates without question. North Korea received very strong support from both these allies, each contributing significant quantities of war materiel, training, advisers, pilots and in the case of China, ground forces. Communism was strong and to be feared. This was in fact the strongest point in its history, with China and the Soviet Union both still idealistic and co-operating toward the common goal of the spread of International Communism across the globe.

America on the other hand had seen Europe divided following WWII, with their remaining Western allies exhausted and largely in ruins, requiring many years and huge American loans to rebuild through the US sponsored Marshall Plan. And despite their winning of the War of the Pacific against Japan, America had only a few allies remaining in Asia. After losing their WWII ally of China to Communism, America was particularly concerned about the spread of communism throughout Asia. However, both the Americans and Europeans were sensitive to the risk of provoking a Third World War by being too heavy handed with the Soviet Union or its client states. America also was cautious about opening the door to further communist attacks, particularly on Europe, by becoming bogged down in a protracted war on another continent.

BENEFITS TO WORLD SECURITY

Following the invasion of their South Korean ally by North Korean forces, it was therefore with great care and forethought that the United States entered into the Korean War. Critically they sought and acquired UN approval and support. Making this truly a “coalition of the willing”, the US and the sixteen additional supporting members of the United Nations contributed forces and resources to support their South Korean ally. Proving the cohesiveness of the UN in being able to stand firm against aggressive, the unity of force countered Soviet ambitions to conquer Europe by providing a united front. With so strong and united a stand in Korea, the Soviets realized that an attack on Europe would bring all the world to the support of Europe.

It was understood by all parties involved from the onset of the US involvement that the war in Korea should remain a limited and conventional one. The Soviet Union detonated its own nuclear bomb in 1949 and so could technically counter US use of nuclear weapons. Though MacArthur preached the use of nuclear weapons against both the North Koreans and Chinese, and despite Truman’s occasional consideration of the option, the risk of escalating the war and the potential use by the Soviets of nuclear weapons in Europe ensured that this option was never seriously contemplated. Thus the war would be fought with much of the same weapons as used in WWII.

A significant benefit of the war on the future political and economic state of Europe was the impetus the war gave to the solidification of NATO and the UN. Formed in 1949, NATO initially had a shaky future, with some of the partners feeling that the Soviets, taken in by their propaganda, posed no threat to Europe. However, the obvious role the Soviets played in the Korean War generated high levels of distrust of the Soviets among Americans and their NATO allies in Europe. Bound by doubt and fear, NATO nations forged themselves into a united and committed organization. To Stalin, instigating the war in Korea was an attempt to weaken the UN and NATO by demonstrating their inability to stand united against a threat to an ally. But in contrast the Korean War had the exact opposite effect, unifying NATO and strengthening their resolve, and proving to the nations of the world that the UN was a functioning and relevant organization.

Additional, the war ultimately improved the US situation in Asia. With few allies in Asia, American forces had occupied the hostile nation of Japan, whom they had just defeated. The Korean War forced the US to shift its Occupation forces in Japan to Korea. The US was nervous that the Japanese might use this as an opportunity to rebel. But the populace of Japan had in fact already rejected their imperialistic leaders and sought now to emulate the successful society they saw in America. Reassuming control of their nation, the Japanese proved themselves a loyal and worthy ally. Japan fully supported the US war effort in Korea, fearing they might be the next nation to be invaded by communists. As mentioned earlier, the peninsula of Korea had historically served as a convenient jumping off point for Chinese invasions of the Japanese islands. Japan was then able throughout the Korean War to build the foundations of their great industrial capacity by manufacturing machinery and other equipment for the American and UN forces operating in Korea. In return the Japanese economy grew rapidly, providing them the resources to re-build and modernize their nation.

THE POLITICS OF THE WAR

A misunderstanding of the US throughout the war however was that they believed that China was a puppet to Stalin and that they did his bidding. While Stalin supported North Korea’s ambitions in South Korea and provided weapons and generals to organize the war, the Chinese followed their own sense of destiny. Chairman Mao agreed with Stalin’s request to send Chinese troops to the aid of North Korea only because he had already made the decision to do so, following his thwarted effort to invade Taiwan. Mao Zedong had made the decision to send the army he had built to invade Taiwan into Korea to re-address the US naval blockade of the Strait of Taiwan, which had prevented China from fulfilling its own sense of Manifest Destiny by re-united Taiwan with China. Communism was never the singular united front that the Americans supposed. Mao was his own man, and the rift between the Soviets and China only broadened with the passing years.

The war in Korea presented the US with a number of significant challenges. North Korea was well led by a heavy handed dictator with unlimited power. The population generally supported him and those who did not were killed. The North Korean army was well provisioned by the Soviets, who in addition provided military training and had their seasoned Generals plan the opening battles of the war. The North Korean populace believed the nationalistic and communist rhetoric of the state and were willing to sacrifice themselves for the common effort, participating willingly in suicidal mass infantry charges. South Korea by contrast had not been well supplied with military equipment following WWII, importantly lacking tanks, aircraft and artillery. Largely composed of infantry units with light weaponry, neither the South Korean nor American Forces in Japan were particularly well trained or motivated at the beginning of the war.

The South Korean government and military however were reasonably well organized and led. Though not popular, President Rhee was not directly resisted by the people. There were no significant demonstrations against him, and he had a strong hand over the government and people despite his age and the years that he had spent in the US. Critically, he had the consistent support of the US. The recognized Korean center of government was in Seoul, laying in South Korea, and this added to the perception by the populace of the legitimacy of their government. The people of South Korea generally supported the government and grew to appreciate a sense of nationalism as the war raged on. South Korean troops, though not well motivated, and consistently outclassed by their North Korean neighbours, were willing to stand and fight alongside allied forces and would ultimately provide a significant contribution to the war effort.

LOGISTICS

For the forces of the United States and their allies, the fact that the battlefront remained relatively well defined and that the conflict remained a conventional one throughout the war provided a key factor for their ultimate success. The South Korean government, strong handed by Western standards, had rounded up and imprisoned or executed any communist sympathizers prior to the war. While Korea, as a peninsula and completely surrounded by the US Navy, presented North Koreans little opportunity to infiltrate units or spies deep into the South following the outbreak of hostilities. Those would did penetrate into South Korea across the battle lines could expect little support from the civilian population. Therefore asymmetric and guerilla warfare was not to plague the US in Korea as it would in future wars. Allies and the enemy were clearly identifiable, with all soldiers in uniform. The enemy did not attempt, or had very limited success at, blending in with, infiltrating or coercing the civilian populations.

The Korean War was fought much as WWII had been with clearly defined boundaries, goals and targets. Tanks, aircraft and artillery could fire on clearly identified enemy targets without risk to civilians and their infrastructure. Where city fighting occurred and buildings were necessarily destroyed, the civilian population had already largely left. This was the type of warfare that the Americans were experienced with, trained and prepared for, and in fact excelled at. Since the creation of West Point American officers were trained to take the initiative and fight an offensive war, abiding to the Latin premise Audentes fortuna adiuvat – Fortune Favors the Bold. Despite the existing disadvantages the US faced in Korea, their great advantage was that they could take the initiative by employing rapid attacks, effectively utilizing their superior mobility and firepower.

In this regard it was fortunate for the US that General Walker was replaced by General Ridgway soon after the Chinese counter-invasion. Though Walker was tough, resilient and an effective leader, he was not able to quickly contrive new strategies to utilize his available firepower and mobility to effectively deal with the Chinese surprise mass assaults. Ridgway proved himself highly innovative in developing new tactics to parry the Chinese efforts. By drawing the attacking Chinese units into pre-positioned fire zones through feigned retreats, US airpower, armor and artillery could be employed to annihilate the pursuing units. Turning a war of retreat into a war of attrition, Ridgway ensured that enemy casualties would also far exceed those sustained by the allies.

Both South Korea and North Korea suffered from very poor roads, impacting and reducing communications, movement, support and logistics. US offensive tactics relied on effective use of their superior mobility, which the poor roads hindered. To help remedy this situation helicopters were introduced. Coming into their own just following WWII, the helicopter was used during the Korean War to remove casualties from the battlefront and to rapidly deliver troops and supplies to hotspots, providing the Americans a much needed advantage in mobility, while also propelling this technology forward.

The border between North and South Korea also experienced very harsh winters because of the latitude and the altitude in the mountains. The severe cold placed great pressure on the soldiers and equipment of both sides. Challenging at first for Americans and their allies who were initially not acclimatized to these extremes, the weather actually benefitted the allies as the war drew on. Near the end of the war, while allied troops were being provided warmer clothes and better accommodations, undersupplied and halve-starved Chinese suffered extremely from the cold and became demoralized, with their fighting spirit noticeably depreciating.
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The Korean War Saw the Widespread Introduction of Helicopters

AIRPOWER

An additional challenge presented to the US and their UN and South Korean allies by the Korean landscape was the very rugged condition of the countryside. Largely mountainous, especially as North Korea was approached, the terrain tended to limit the use of armor units and restricted the value artillery offered when enemy units positioned themselves on the backside of hills and mountains. To resolve the restrictions placed on their mobility by the mountainous terrain, the US relied heavily upon airpower. Airpower could be delivered onto a target regardless of terrain. Possessing unchallenged superiority of the seas, aircraft flying from American and British carriers could cover the length of the Korean peninsula. The newly developed jets could arrive at their targets rapidly once air support was requested.

Though the Americans were able to maintain overall air superiority over Korea due to their superior piloting skills, the Soviets possessed arguable the most successful fighter aircraft of the era, the MiG-15. Capable of ascending to the operational heights of the B-29 Superfortress bomber, the only comparable fighter jet able to take on the MiG-15 that the Americans possessed was the F-86 Sabre. Operating from Chinese airbases and therefore immune from retaliatory attack, the MiG’s always significantly outnumbered the F-86’s. Despite the MiG’s being predominately flown by Soviet pilots, superior in piloting skill to their Chinese or North Korean counterparts, the American pilots were yet more highly skilled with their Sabres and typically able to command the skies and protect their bombers with a confirmed kill ratio of almost 6 to 1.
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The F-86 Sabre

With air superiority, the Americans could conduct heavy bombing raids and campaigns on North Korean targets virtually uncontested. The US conducted extensive bombing of North Korea throughout the war, beginning in July of 1950. With the strategic goal of destroying the North Korean’s capacity to make war by destroying their industrial capacity, command and communication capabilities, and logistics networks, the result was virtual annihilation of North Korea’s infrastructure. The campaign was so successful that allied POW’s who returned following the war said that there were virtually no significant buildings left standing across the entire country. However, the US was unwilling to bomb China or the Soviet Union for fear of further escalating the war. As it was from these two nations that manpower and materiel flowed into North Korea, the destruction of North Korea alone would not win the war.
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Carrier Based Airpower Played a Significant Factor in the War

CEASEFIRE

Having become a pawn between great powers, North Korea’s war effort had ceased to matter by the time the Chinese entered the war. Following the route and virtual destruction of the North Korean forces following the invasion at Inchon and the breakout from Pusan, the war would have been over had the Chinese not entered into it. And with the North Koreans never able to field a significant army for the remainder of the war, the conflict in many regards evolved into a WWII style battlefield between China and the US. Degrading further with the stalemate along the 38th parallel into a WWI style quagmire of trench warfare, masses of Chinese would launch themselves repeatedly against US airpower and artillery assets, only to be repeated driven back after suffering atrocious casualties. It was these high rates of attrition the US was able to continually inflict on the Chinese that would ultimately bring about the end of the war.

Despite the morale of the US, UN and South Korean soldiers never being high throughout the war, and with the US population back in America essentially indifferent to the Korean War (thus it also frequently being called the Forgotten War), there was no reaction by citizens or soldiers against the war. No anti-war demonstrations or burning of draft cards occurred. In fact, as many Americans voluntarily joined the armed forces during the war as were conscripted. America in the 1950’s was still a traditional and conservative society, trusting, obeying and supporting their government’s decisions. By 1953 America still had both the will and the capacity to continue the war. By contrast the Chinese and North Koreans had incurred such high losses in manpower and equipment in the preceding years, unable to provide ammunition or food for their starving troops in the field, that both their will and capacity to sustain the war were shattered.

The Chinese had hoped that the US and UN would reduce their demands during ceasefire negotiations but the allies remained unyielding on their terms. As the US held a strong presence along a well-defined front, they were in the position to negotiate from strength. There was little pressure from European and American society to have their deployed troops returned home, accustomed to their fathers and son being away during WWII. China would have to agree with the terms presented, or eventually face collapse within their armed forces and risk losing the war entirely. At stakes were the possibility of North Korea being absorbed by South Korea, and even dissension and revolt within China proper. Ultimately, the ceasefire was signed and has held to this day, with the Korea’s split along the 38th parallel, and with a democratic South Korea remaining a strong and loyal ally of the US.





Chapter 3

The Vietnam Conflict

The Vietnamese are an ancient and unique culture, intensely driven toward independence through many long years of resisting invaders and occupiers. Conquered by the French in the 19th Century, Vietnam became the cornerstone of French Indo-China. Exploited for its resources, Vietnamese were only to have the French displaced by the far more brutal Japanese during World War II. Depleting Vietnam of their agricultural produce to support their own war effort, the Japanese left the Vietnamese villagers dying of starvation. In sheer desperation the Vietnamese formed guerilla bands to resist their occupiers. The strongest and best organized of these was known as the Việt Minh, a militia with a strong Communist leaning and led by the dynamic and charismatic Hồ Chí Minh. During years of bitter conflict, his militiamen would tone their fighting skills to professional levels in their effort to restore Vietnam’s independence. This was a dream that would not die following the expulsion of the Japanese.

3.1 Background

During the European Colonial era, extending from the 15th through to the 20th Centuries, France gained control over what was to become known as French Indo-China, which including the areas of today’s Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia. With the defeat of France by Nazi Germany, control of Indo China fell to the weak Vichy France. Allies of the Nazis and of Vichy France, the Japanese soon assumed possession of Vietnam and the surrounding territories. Due to the excessive cruelty of the Japanese, Vietnamese freedom fighters rose up to resist their occupiers.

One of these groups were the Viet Minh. Associated with Mao’s Communist party in China, they also received funding and materiel from the Soviet Union and the United States, as common enemies of the Japanese. Well provisioned and highly motivated, the Viet Minh were the strongest and best organized militia within Vietnam. Through their efforts they contributed to the ultimate defeat of the Japanese by the United States. With the removal of Japan from Vietnam, the Viet Minh assumed the roles of leadership and control over the region, particularly in the north where their influence was strongest.

Ho Chi Minh, a dedicated nationalist, believed that his country should be free and declared Vietnam an independent nation in 1945. The French however still perceived Vietnam as their colony. Supported in their position by both Great Britain and the United States, who also wished to maintain uncontested influence in their respective spheres of influence, the French re-occupied the country with military force. Abandoning his capital of Hanoi, Ho Chi Minh and his new government fled to the countryside to continue their guerilla war for independence.

Initially both Britain and the United States provided military assistance to France in their re-colonization efforts as a means to promote Western influence in the Asian theatre. Fearfully of the spread of communism, and recognizing Ho Chi Minh as a communist, the US sought to resist the legitimacy of his government. US and British support however ended with their entry into the Korean conflict in 1950. The French had to continue to fight on alone. The Viet Minh by now were being well provisioned with heavy military equipment by the Chinese and Soviets and the French inevitably found themselves being overwhelmed by a well-organized, dedicated and well-armed enemy.

The desperate struggle finally ended in 1954 following the overwhelming victory of the Vietnamese over the French at the battle of Điện Biên Phủ. A force of 45,000 Viet Minh, led by General Võ Nguyên Giáp, surrounded and soundly defeated the French force of 15,000. France’s colonial period in Asia was drawn to a close as shortly thereafter independence was granted by the French to Laos, Cambodia and Vietnam. Ho Chi Minh had wished to unify all of Vietnam into a single nation but his power base was largely in the north and the United States continued to recognize Southern Vietnam as a distinct and free State.
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Ho Chi Minh and General Giap Discussing Strategy for the Attack on Dien Bien Phu

With the Korean War ended, the United States now assumed the role of supporting the pro-Western South Vietnamese government in Saigon as the new bulwark against communism expansion. Ruled by President Ngô Đình Diệm, Diem was not a strong or especially competent leader, but the US supported him regardless as they simply did not have a better option available. Treating South Vietnam as his personal fiefdom, Diem alienated the native population and used the South Vietnamese Army, known as the Army of the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN), to enforce his personal will upon the populace.

3.2 The War

Following the Korean War, President Dwight D. Eisenhower committed the United States to supporting the South Vietnamese government by providing funding, military equipment and training. No US troops were sent to Vietnam at this time. The support provided was an effort to make the ARVN strong enough to defend their own nation against North Vietnamese attack. Having halted the spread of Communism into South Korea, President Eisenhower had a serious concern regarding its potential spread into other regions of the world. Espousing his famous Domino theory of Communist expansion, President Eisenhower said “You have a row of dominoes set up and you knock over the first one, and what will happen to the last one is the certainty that it will go over very quickly… The loss of Indochina will cause the fall of Southeast Asia like a set of dominoes.”

The American generosity was used to build a larger ARVN, but unfortunately that army was utilized for the purpose of defending the ruling elite. Not adequately trained or motivated to engage a dedicated and professional enemy, the ARVN avoided direct engagements with North Vietnamese forces. As a result of this lack of resolve, North Vietnam was able to build up a formidable military presence within the borders of South Vietnam during an uncontested decade of infiltration. Establishing a logistics corridor known as the Ho Chi Minh trail, the path ran from North Vietnam along the Laos border deep into South Vietnam. Eventually expanded to 1500 miles of roads, paths and bridges, the trail provided the means to transfer massive quantities of material, arms and personnel southward.

The North Vietnamese forces within South Vietnam consisted of two main groups. These were the Viet Cong (VC) and the North Vietnamese Army (NVA). The NVA regulars were North Vietnamese soldiers, conventionally and professionally trained. Generally they were motivated, tough, well organized, and effectively led. These troops were better provisioned than their VC counterparts, possessing heavy equipment including artillery and armor. NVA units were both respected and feared by their American counterpart, able to engage in larger scale battles while also relying heavily on surprise ambushes. Operating at battalion and divisional levels, these units however were not built up into sufficient numbers of soldiers to participate extensively in the war in the earlier stages.

The VC were South Vietnamese Communist sympathizers who were organized and trained by the North into an effective light infantry. The VC’s primary method of attack was to perform rapid surprise strikes against smaller military units or vulnerable facilities. Following the attack they would then quickly withdrawal back into the jungle before reinforcements arrived. Their attacks were difficult to predict and to defend against, while the deep jungle made the VC difficult to pursue. In the early stages of the conflict, VC units systematically took control of many of the South Vietnamese hamlets through threats and violence. These villages were then used as base camps, storage facilities and attack launch points. Additionally, the VC dug extensive tunnel networks through the countryside to hide their provisions and to conceal their presence. The VC were essentially the guerilla soldiers of the Communist Vietnamese.

President Eisenhower was aware of the build-up of North Vietnamese troops in Vietnam and the failure of the South to control the situation, but he was unwilling to commit further resources to the struggle. In 1961 John F. Kennedy (JFK) replaced Eisenhower as President of the United States. Despite warnings from Eisenhower to avoid becoming deeply involved in Asia, Kennedy saw Vietnam as a further decisive battleground in halting the spread of communism. Fearing further failures after the Bay of Pigs Invasion, Kennedy was convinced that the US would lose international credibility as able to halt the spread of communism if he did not resist the incursions of the North Vietnamese. Opposed to US troops becoming bogged down in Vietnam as they had in Korea, Kennedy only committed to increasing available funding and arms shipments to South Vietnam. US military advisers were also sent to improve training of the ARVN, and Kennedy supported implementation of the Strategic Hamlet program, in which hamlets in South Vietnam were fortified to assist the locals in resisting pressure from VC and NVA forces. These actions however was essentially too little, too late. The North had already gained the initiative and held the strategic advantage.
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President John F Kennedy

The United States became increasingly frustrated with the situation in Vietnam, feeling that Diem and the ARVN were not making effective use of the resources they were being providing to defend their nation. Meanwhile, Diem had become more irrational in his behavior, assuming a role closer to that of an Emperor, lording his power over his people and no longer co-operating with the US. The continued entry of significant numbers of North Vietnamese forces into South Vietnam and the failure of the ARVN to contest this invasion convinced the US that Diem had to go. By 1963 the US was willing to support a coup to oust Diem which was presented by his military leadership. The US felt trapped in an alliance with a dysfunctional leader and decided that any replacement would be an improvement. Successful in assassinated Diem and his family in November, what followed was a sequence of petty ineffectual military dictatorships. Generals would assassinate their rivals to assume the reins of power, only to be assassinated in turn. South Vietnam fell into anarchy. The United States felt that they had no option but to fill this vacuum themselves. This in turn only acted to further alienate the ARVN and the urban populations from the war effort.

With the chaotic state of leadership in Saigon, North Vietnam was free to pursue their long-term strategy of gradually building up their forces within South Vietnam and incrementally gaining control of the countryside. In conjunction with their build-up, North Vietnamese units simultaneously launched limited hit and run attacks against South Vietnamese military units to undermine their strength and morale. When they achieved a sufficiently large build-up of units, they planned to launch a final large scale attack to conquer South Vietnam and unite the country. As the Viet Cong (VC) numbers grew, and as North Vietnamese Army regulars (NVA) began to enter the country in force, the intensity of their attacks against the ARVN increased, inflicting ever more severe casualties and damage on their outposts and patrols. By the mid 1960’s much of the Southern Vietnamese countryside was controlled by the North Vietnamese forces, while whole units of ARVN would frequently be surrounded and destroyed.

During election campaigning in Dallas, President Kennedy was assassinated in November 1963. Following the assassination, Vice-President Lyndon B Johnson (LBJ) assumed the helm on being appointed President of the United States. Many of Johnson’s advisers immediately expressed their opinion that Vietnam was not essential to US interests and that no additional support to the South Vietnamese should be provided. Other advisers however felt strongly that America had to take a strong stance on the spread of Communism, regardless of whether Vietnam was critical or not. A Texan Liberal who was focused on his “Great Society”, a dream to build a social safety net for America similar to those in Western European nations, LBJ did not see Vietnam as a priority. He wished to address domestic matters and initially had no intention of escalating US involvement in Vietnam. Johnson, did however, have to continue campaigning for the November 1964 election and be sensitive to voter concerns.

Johnson was running in the upcoming election against the Republican Presidential Nominee Barry Goldwater. Goldwater was known to be a very right-wing politician, focused on projecting American power and making a stand against the spread of Communism. As the overwhelming nature of the North Vietnamese invasion became apparent, as the inadequacy of the ARVN became undisputable, and as the instability of the South Vietnamese government was recognized as beyond correcting, LBJ accepted that South Vietnam would fall without the US assuming a more direct military role. Johnson realized that in order to preserve his Presidency and be provided the opportunity to implement his liberal Civil Rights legislation and to pass his War on Poverty Bill, he would have to show a strong hand against communism. He understood that this meant that he had to somehow address the deteriorating situation in Vietnam.

At this critical crossroads, an incident occurred that forced Johnson’s hand. On the 2nd and 4th of August 1964 the US Navy claimed that their destroyer the USS Maddox was attacked without provocation by North Korean naval forces off the coast of Vietnam. Many at the time felt that the events were fabricated by the Navy under pressure from right-wingers in an effort to justify, if not necessitate, a strong US response. Later the ship’s Captain would state that they may have mistaken radar images resulting from severe weather conditions for an attack. A National Security Agency (NSA) report investigating the incident at the time, and declassified in 2005, confirms North Vietnamese vessels were only present for the first incident, but that the Maddox had in fact initiated the engagement. Regardless of the legitimacy of the claims, Johnson felt compelled to react. Congress quickly approved the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution, which authorized the President to take “all necessary measures to repel any armed attacks against the forces of the United States and to prevent further aggression.” This was an unparalleled bestowment of power on the Presidency and permitted LBJ to militarily involve the US in Vietnam at his own discretion without further Congressional approvals.
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President Lyndon B. Johnson

As with both Eisenhower and JFK before him, Johnson was unwilling to commit troops to the ground. Therefore he initiated an intense aerial bombardment along the Ho Chi Ming trail and of the North Vietnamese storage facilities near the border between North and South Vietnam. Through such an approach he sought to maintain a limited war that would halt the infiltration of units and material into South Vietnam, and weaken Hanoi’s resolve to continue the fight. Under the effect of the devastating attacks the US was convinced that they would quickly negotiate and sign a peace treaty. The North Vietnamese response however was not one of cowering but rather of increased resolve. There was no stopping the invasion solely through the bombing of military and industrial targets. Unknown to LBJ and the US Intelligence Services, the VC already numbered 60,000 men, while the NVA was well on its way to being built into an army that would eventually reach a million in strength. Intensifying their efforts to increase the flow of resources southward, the North Vietnamese also increased their attacks on ARVN positions, and even began attacking US air bases located close to the border.

Recognizing that an air war alone would not stop the invasion, the United States made the unretractable decision to commit boots on the ground when LBJ sent 3500 Marines in March of 1965 to defend the air base at Da Nang, which was coming under sporadic attack. The US then continued to actively pour additional troops into the country. By December more than 200,000 US soldiers were deployed in Vietnam. General William Westmoreland was appointed commander of these units and of the overall operation. Charismatic and popular, Westmoreland sought to strangle the influx of supplies into South Vietnam by destroying both the North Vietnamese forces and their infiltration routes near the border region. Taking the initiative, Westmoreland went on the offensive. Troops were detached on “search and destroy” missions in which they were to locate, engage and eradicate any enemy units and supply trains they encountered.
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US Soldier with Machine Gun

GUERILLA WARFARE

The US forces however quickly experienced a difficulty that they could not understand and that would hamper them throughout the war. They could not locate the enemy. In a conventional war, the enemy’s presence was apparent, and their soldiers readily identifiable, with both parties eager to engage and defeat the other. In asymmetrical warfare, the enemy uses guerilla tactics, employing hit and run attacks launched only when they had the advantage. Otherwise the VC and NVA would remain concealed. They would hide deep within the cover of the jungle, in their underground tunnel complexes, or even in plain sight, dressed in the same manner as simple villagers. By not wearing uniforms, the enemy could not been discerned from the regular citizenry.

The Americans had experienced these tactics before when they fought the Indian Wars, during the great expansion beyond the Mississippi River following the US Civil War. Over these 25 years the US army and cavalry would do battle with an elusive and highly mobile enemy who would only stand and fight on their own terms. Young aggressive Indians would strike out from their homelands or Reservations to launch hit and run attacks on farmers or passing chuck wagons. Returning to their villages these same young men would assume the role as passive non-combatants when US army units approached to investigate the source of the attacks. Similarly, the North Vietnamese, who were still in the process of building up their resources and manpower, would only fight when they felt that they had the advantage.

Ho Chi Minh was successfully employing against the Americans the guerilla tactics developed by Mao Zedong. Mao had developed these tactics during his own resistance fighting against the Chinese Nationalists and Imperial Japanese. The Chinese Communists had attempted to spread communism throughout the Chinese working class in the cities, as Lenin had successfully done in Russia. This effort however was unsuccessful and resulted in the destruction of their Shanghai base in 1927 by the Nationalists, and their being drive from the cities. Retreating to rural settings, the Communist party turned to spreading their message among the countryside peasants. They also re-built their party and developed guerilla warfare techniques, fighting an effective campaign against their enemies for almost 20 years.
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A Viet Cong Irregular Soldier

Inspiring many communist rebels throughout the world with his success against larger and better armed forces, Mao taught that victory against a superior enemy could be won through being committed, possessing the will to sustain high losses and being prepared to fight a never ending guerilla war. Ho Chi Minh realized that he could not defeat the Americans with conventional firepower as he had used to drive out the French. Therefore he chose to dig in for a long guerrilla campaign. Guerilla warfare does not attempt to directly defeat and drive off an adversary. Rather, it endeavors to exhausts them physically, financially and psychologically, until they quit the fight and leave the field of their own accord. Therefore, in order to prepare the Vietnamese population to endure the hardship and sacrifice necessary to win a long guerilla war, a comprehensive indoctrination program was instituted within North Vietnam to convince the populace of the worthiness of the Communist cause.

The American forces grew frustrated with being unable to identify an enemy that was conducting ambushes and raids upon them. Therefore they started attacking and destroying hamlets that they believed were sympathetic to, or under the control of, the North Vietnamese. Based on the same approach used by General Sheridan when he ordered his troops to attack Indian villages during the Indian Wars, the attacks were performed in an effort to deprive the guerillas of their forward bases and provisions. The strategy backfired however as the attacks hardened the minds of the South Vietnamese population. The populace became ever more hostile toward the Americans. Where many of the hamlets had only originally agreed to assist the VC at gunpoint, now their sympathies were driven toward their common countrymen. Most people will chose to be mistreated by others of their own ethnicity than accept mistreatment at the hands of foreigners. This was a lesson the Americans failed to appreciate. By attacking the hamlets and displacing the villagers, the US only undermined their authority and legitimacy in being in Vietnam in the eyes of the population they were supposed to be there to protect.

With the lack of success the Americans were having in locating and combating them, the NVA and VC were encouraged and decided to directly test their strength against the new invaders. Thinking the Americans were as soft as they had found the ARVN forces to be, they felt that they could defeat them in open combat. Therefore they conspired to set a trap. The North Vietnamese realized that the US strong suite was the heavy firepower they possessed in their tanks, artillery, and aircraft. They therefore chose to ambush the Americans in heavy jungle, where these assets could not be brought to bear against them. Attacking a US Special Forces base and then withdrawing into the depths of the jungle, they awaited the American response, convinced that they could surround and destroy the avenging units.

These actions resulted in the first significant battle between American and North Vietnamese forces at the Battle of Ia Drang. Fought between November 14th and 18th of 1965, each side had initially assumed the other weak. This conflict was to shatter both of their delusions. The Battle of Ia Drang was to prove to be the testing ground for the newly developed US airmobile units. Recognizing their own inability to bring conventional heavy firepower into effective use in the remote jungle environment, the United States had developed tactics of aerial troop insertion and methods to support them at close range with air power.

Responding to the attack on their Special Forces base, the American airmobile forces were transported by helicopter to the vicinity where intelligence suggested that the North Vietnamese had retreated. Disembarking onto a number of relatively open Landing Zones, or LZ’s, the Americans were quickly engaged by North Vietnamese units. The VC and NVA units opened fire on them at long range with machineguns and mortars. They also attempted to swarm the Americans and overwhelm them with infantry charges before further reinforcements could arrive. Repeatedly attacked by superior numbers, the US forces held off the NVA and VC combined forces through precision deployment of their far greater firepower. Through four days of brutal battle, with US soldiers frequently swarmed and inundated, and North Vietnamese units butchered by helicopter rocket attacks and incinerated with napalm airstrikes, both sides suffered high casualties. At the conclusion the NVA and VC chose to retreat and surrender the field, recognizing their inability to destroy their foe.
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Airmobile Units Disembarking

Both sides were surprised by the determination and professionalism of the other, and learned lessons that would dictate their respective strategy and tactics for the remainder of the war. The North Vietnamese learned to appreciate that the Americans were dedicated soldiers, unlike their ARVN counterparts. As well, they came to respect the danger of concentrated US firepower. The NVA learned not to concentrate their forces when engaging American units as this made them more vulnerable. Rather, they recognized the advantage gained by moving in close to their American counterparts so that heavy firepower could not be used without risking friendly fire casualties. The Americans in turn learned to respect the discipline of the NVA regulars and commitment of the VC. And the US learned that while the airmobile units were effective in providing rapid response against a limited incursion, they could not be called upon to effectively engage large concentrations of remote enemy units.

In fact the Battle of Ia Drang was to be the first and the last large scale battle between US and North Vietnamese forces until 1968. Developing a preference for small unit action to minimize the opportunities and effectiveness of US firepower, the VC and NVA spread themselves throughout the jungle and into the hamlets. These small agile units would quickly converge and congregate to attack vulnerable targets. Once reinforcements or air support arrived, with equal agility they would disperse and vanish back into the jungle. The damage incurred by such attacks was typically limited but it effectively served to harass and demoralize the ARVN and American units. The American forces on the other hand were unable to locate concentrations of NVA and VC in regions where they could effectively bring their heavy firepower to bear upon them. Large concentrations of NVA were known to exist throughout the Mekong River Delta and along the Ho Chi Minh trail. But these units were in heavy jungle and too remote to effectively attack in force. Therefore the US forces proceeded to conduct their largely ineffective search and destroy missions within the territory surrounding their large bases.

Though the war had just begun for the Americans, it had already in essence developed into a type of stalemate and a war of attrition had begun. The Americans sought to inflict unsustainably high casualties upon North Vietnamese forces through carpet bombings along the Ho Chi Minh trail and deeply penetrating search and destroy missions into the countryside. The North Vietnamese alternatively sought to bide their time and continue to build up their forces within South Vietnam until their strength grew sufficient to wage a full out attack against the Americans. In the meanwhile, they sought to expand their control of South Vietnamese hamlets and to exploit the advantage they possessed in controlling these. Using the hamlets as bases, they would attack US and ARVN forces with hit and run attacks to continually wear down their morale and stamina.

In 1966 the US was in firm control of the South Vietnamese cities and their own military bases were well defended. But the search and destroy missions did not weaken the NVA position and the bombing of the Ho Chi Minh trail proved relatively ineffective. Damage caused during the day to the trail was quickly repaired through the night by dedicated crews who lived in tunnels along the trail. Bombing of the trail would ultimately costs the Americans over 500 planes lost to enemy gunfire and missile attack, with little to show for it. The search and destroy missions would typically see enemy units slip through American attempts at encirclement relatively unscathed. North Vietnamese strength and influence meanwhile continued to grow. By 1968 much of the South Vietnamese countryside was under VC control. Material and personnel continued to arrive along the Ho Chi Minh Trail at an ever growing pace. The VC, largely based in the Mekong Delta and now up to 80,000 in strength, would regularly conduct raids on US and ARVN positions. Exploiting the 4000 miles of unchartered waterways of the delta, they would approach undetected, launch a brief but intense attack, and then quickly slip away again up the river unseen.

The conflict wore psychologically on the American Homefront. Parents grew despondent over the loss of their sons. Wives felt betrayed by their nation for the death of their husbands. Towns resented the conscription of their youth, only to see them return disillusioned young men, or missing limbs, or horribly scarred, or worst of all, in body bags. Vietnam was the first televised war. Each night families gathered around their televisions and watched their American boys jumping out of helicopters, shooting at enemy positions, or laying on the ground suffering from a gunshot wound. Though the government continued to emphasize that the US was winning the war and that it would soon be over, the anti-war movement was gaining momentum as television revealed the true horrors of war. In 1967 50,000 anti-war demonstrators marched on the Pentagon. Ho Chi Minh saw the weakness of his opponent, and knew the strength of his own forces. He decided that it was time to make a critical decision and commit his strength to an all-out offensive, one intended to both fully conquer South Vietnam and to drive the Americans out of the country all together.

THE TET OFFENSIVE

The US had known of the extensive build-up of VC and NVA troops throughout 1967, and had correctly concluded that a large attack was imminent. They however had not conceived of, or even imagined the possibility of, the scale of the operation that was about to be unleashed upon them. They also failed to predict that the attack would be against both the cities of South Vietnam and their own well defended military bases. General Westmoreland had been shifting his unit strength northward, under the assumption that North Vietnam would use the coming offensive to attempt to increase their holdings along the border regions.

The De-Militarized Zone (DMZ) along the border between North and South Vietnam extended 6 miles deep. US bases and strong points lined the entire length, from the western edge bordering with Laos, to the eastern edge at the South China Sea. The USMC base of Khe Sanh secured the western edge. Khe Sanh was considered by the US as critical to holding the DMZ and keeping the NVA from cascading across the border in force. It was felt if Khe Sanh was lost, then the enemy could flank and roll up the entire length of the DMZ. With over 81,000 Marines in Vietnam, responsibility for holding the DMZ fell predominantly on the 1st and 3rd Marine Divisions, supported by units from the 1st Air Cavalry Division and the 2nd Brigade of the 101st Airborne Division.

By early 1968 the North Vietnamese had positioned over 5 divisions of NVA across from the DMZ. The North initiated their offensive with a preliminary assault of the US Marine positions at Khe Sanh on Jan 20, 1968, beginning what was to be a 77 day siege of the base. Held by the 26th Marines under Col. David E Lownds, in defense of the base were the 1st, 2nd and 3rd battalions. Following the first attack by NVA troops, Lownds took the initiative and launched counter-attacks at enemy units near the base, hoping to knock out forward positions. Artillery barrages began in earnest against the beleaguered base the next day. Quickly cut off from reinforcements by surrounding NVA units, Khe Sanh could only be re-supplied by air. Westmoreland was deeply perturbed by the notion of Khe Sanh becoming the USA’s Điện Biên Phủ and continued to divert forces northward to its defense, as well as that of the DMZ.

General Võ Nguyên Giáp, key military leader and planner for North Vietnam and right hand man to Ho Chi Minh, had orchestrated the attack on Khe Sanh, just as he had organized the attack on Dien Bien Phu. He had planned the attack on Khe Sanh as a deliberate diversion to draw US attention and resources away from the true targets of the offensive. In interviews following the war, Giap stated that he had selected NVA units for the attack who were prepared to incur high losses to ensure that the momentum of the assault was maintained. In doing so he knew that the US would react by transferring further troops northward to thwart an anticipated offensive focused against the DMZ, thus clearing the south of a strong US presence. Westmoreland fell for the rouse, and reacted to the feint by transferring units away from the military bases and the cities of South Vietnam. These were in fact General Giap’s true targets. Using the NVA as a decoy, the main attack would come from the VC.

On January 30, only ten days following the initial attack on Khe Sanh, a full scale attack was launched across all of South Vietnam. Over 100 cities and towns, as well as US military installations, were simultaneously assaulted by over 85,000 VC troops, with additional NVA forces focusing on the Northern provinces. The large scale assault became known as the Tet Offensive as it was launched on the Chinese New Year. The timing was chosen to coincide with when many of the ARVN forces had returned home for the holidays and were not at their posts. The Tet Offensive was to be the most intense period of battle in the entire war. Initially the Americans defenders were startled and disorganized. The North Vietnamese attacked in great waves, overwhelming outposts and guard houses, penetrating deep into bases and cities, and inflicting high casualties. Within days however the Americans regained their discipline and structure, and the officers organized local counter-attacks at the various points of incursion.

Battles waged throughout the towns and cities of South Vietnam, and at US bases. Early in the offensive, the US Embassy in Saigon was attacked by nineteen VC commandos. They had infiltrated the city weeks in advance and had a VC operative working as an Embassy chauffer. The team was able to successfully take the Embassy, quickly overwhelming the small Marine detachment guarding the premises. It subsequently took 6 hours for US troops to re-secure the site. The attack on the Embassy and its temporary loss to foreign troops was broadcast on television for viewers to watch as the events unfolded. The loss of the Embassy, however brief and inconsequential, came as a great shock to the American public who had been told every day on television and in the press that America was winning the war. The attack on the iconic institution, let alone a successful one, was regarded as unfeasible and left many dumbfounded.
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Map of Tet Offensive

The Presidential Palace and airfields around Saigon also came under attack early in the offensive. A division of VC attacked the US base at Bien Hoa. General Westmoreland’s and the ARVN’s General Staff offices, both located at the Saigon airport, also experienced assaults against them. The VC blocked roads into Saigon to slow the arrival of reinforcements. Attacks occurred against the cities of Tam Ky, Quang Ngai and Puang Tri. The VC and NVA over-ran all five provincial capitals in the northern regions of the country. Americans at home observed helplessly on their televisions as VC swarmed the positions of their fathers, sons and brothers within the cities.

Ultimately however the tide began to turn as US troops came to terms with the unfolding events and organized counter-attacks. ARVN troops also began to return to their posts and participate in the counter assault. VC attacks on all US bases and most of the cities were repulsed. Those cities that were lost were eventually retaken. The city of Hoi was attacked twice, each time the ARVN driving back the VC. VC commandos, ordered to take and hold key installations until reinforcements arrived, typically sacrificed themselves by blowing up the buildings they occupied to avoid capture and to inflict maximum damage when their support ultimately failed to materialize due to the rapidly organized US response.

The ancient imperial city of Hue saw some of the worst and most prolonged fighting of the campaign. VC units quickly overwhelmed most of the under-defended city within two days, with only the ARVN military HQ and a high walled US command center secure. The battle to restore the city of Hue and drive out the VC was to last for almost a month, with continuous and brutal daily fighting. At first able to only tenaciously hold the two secured compounds, the situation improved as enemy forces in other cities were quelled and reinforcements steadily arrived to Hue. Soon after the new arrivals were able to lend their support, Marines retook the Imperial Citadel. They then attempted to storm the remaining enemy positions but suffered heavy casualties among two platoons while being repulsed.
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Initially resisting the employment of heavy weapons in their efforts to dislodge the VC in a deliberate attempt to preserve the old and venerated city, the Marines now felt the need to employ tanks and rocket fire to minimize their own casualties. The final assault on the old city commenced February 6, and consisted of ARVN forces assisted by five companies of Marines. The ARVN were permitted to take the Imperial Palace alone out of respect. The last VC units were driven from the city on February 22. In the battle for Hue, 142 Marines were killed, and 857 more were seriously wounded. Over 3000 high ranking and influential civilians in the city had been deliberately assassinated by the VC. Additionally, 400 ARVN and up to 5000 VC are estimated to have been killed in the battle. In the process of its liberation, the historic city was virtually destroyed.

In general throughout the Tet Offensive, the American forces were able to hold their bases and regain control of critical strategic points within days of the initial attacks. One by one each attack was repulsed by US and ARVN forces with very high losses to the North Vietnamese. Within week’s most enemy units were either destroyed or driven from the cities. In general North Vietnamese troops had suffered brutal casualties and retreated back to their hidden locations. It is estimated that up to 50,000 VC were killed during Tet. The VC had already controlled the Mekong river delta prior to the Tet Offensive and had launched no attacks in the region. But other than in this enclave, the VC ceased to be a functional entity throughout the remainder of the country for many years following the Tet Offensive, such was the devastation wrought on their formations and morale.

Critically, the VC failed to permanently hold any additional territory, to gain support among the urban population or to cause serious injury to the US war machine. But the attacks did leave deep scars on South Vietnam. During their brief reign of carnage during the Tet Offensive the VC and NVA units killed approximately 165,000 civilians throughout South Vietnam. These brutalities were committed in an attempt to eradicate those Vietnamese who were pro-Western and supported the American presence in their country. To defeat the enemy while keeping their own casualties low, the US relied heavily on fire from helicopter rockets and tank cannon to suppress and destroy VC and NVA units. In the process, a great deal of damage was caused to the buildings and infrastructure of the countries towns and cities.

The Siege of Khe Sanh by the NVA persisted after the VC had been defeated. The base was continually hammered with heavy mortar fire and rocket attack. Successive waves of attackers were repelled from the base with heavy losses to the NVA troops. The Marines frequently took the initiative and would organize raids against the enemy. Reconnoitering their positions for weak points, the Marines launched assaults while the NVA were in the process of repositioning and most vulnerable. On February an NVA regiment with nine Russian supplied tanks over-ran a Special Forces camp near the edge of Khe Sanh, threatening the airstrip. Counter-attacking with airpower and artillery the Marines were able to knock out three of the tanks but they lost the camp. The next day a direct mass assault on the base was launched by the NVA. The Marines were able to successfully repulse the attack, but at the cost of the lives of 21 Marines, with 26 others wounded.

On February 23 alone, 1307 shells fell on the Marine base at Khe Sanh. Early in the struggle a similar artillery barrage had fallen on the supply depot and destroyed much of the Marines ammunition, leaving them depleted of resources throughout the battle. To help relieve the siege airdrops were provided to resupply the Marines with ammunition and food, while B-52’s carpet bombed the enemy positions. On March 1 the last major assault on the base was launched and repelled. Heavy shelling however would continue until the end of March. A major relief convoy was organized and broke through to end the siege in early April. After 77 days, the Siege of Khe Sanh was over. During this time in excess of 100,000 tons of bombs and 150,000 shells were dropped on the NVA. As a result of the siege 205 Marines lost their lives and 1668 were wounded. In the process, it is estimated that the equivalent of two entire NVA divisions were destroyed. In June the base was abandoned by the American’s to avoid a future similar incident and the NVA took possession of the dismantled site in July.

Ho Chi Minh and General Giap had intended through the Tet Offensive to both conquer South Vietnam and to overwhelm US airbases to remove the dual threats of US airpower and air mobility. They had however under-estimated the ability of the US forces to defend themselves and the South Vietnamese cities. Minh and Giap had also anticipated that the civilian population of South Vietnam’s cities would unite with their Northern brethren to expel the Americans and assist in building a communist Vietnam. Giap had promised his troops that their southern brothers would come to their aid once they entered the cities. In this optimism he was grossly in error. Minh and Giap felt that the rural population supported the communist cause and that with only a nudge the city populations would follow suite. In truth, the rural populations had been coerced into supporting the communists and the urban population of South Vietnam were simply indifferent to the happenings of the war. Assuming the Americans would protect them without their having to contribute to their own defense, they had no trust in the North Vietnamese and held no interest in being subjected to communist rule.

The VC ultimately over-extended themselves in most cities, having wrongly relied on the populace to rise up and join them. When this did not happen, their infantry assaults were quickly crushed by the more heavily armed US units. Many years following the war General Giap claimed that he had never anticipated complete victory from the Tet campaign and that it had been just one more battle in the prolonged and enduring struggle for nationalism. He stated that the offensive was meant to un-nerve the American military and undermine the American people’s faith in the war, as part of a longer larger struggle. This however has the ring of rationalization and hindsight, set into a communist historic perspective. In truth, Minh and Giap had anticipated success and had no forethought regarding the response of the American population. The campaign was a military disaster for the North, but held within the flames of defeat an unforeseen propaganda bonanza for them.

Regardless of the defeat of the North Vietnamese forces, the battles of the Tet Offensive and the severity of the combat had been viewed in detail by the American public on the television every night. Americans had grown accustomed to, and even dispassionate about, watching the quagmire and stalemate of war each evening on their televisions. They believed, as they were told, that the US was slowly but continually grinding down the enemy. The daily site of wounded soldiers, troops marching through the jungle, aircraft bombing treelines and hamlets being searched failed to raise an eyebrow. But the scale of Tet, the extent of the attacks, the devastation, the murders, the casualties, this truly startled America. Watching the enemy swarm US positions and run through the Embassy compound and across US airbases shocked the American public into becoming once again aware of the seriousness of the war. They had witnessed their troops being swarmed by the enemy, engaging in challenging counter-attacks, screaming in pain, and laying dead in pools of blood. The ordeal and suffering of their soldiers was evident to all.

Just as startling as the images of their own soldiers suffering, the America public were also confronted with the horror and brutality of the war on the population of South Vietnam. Two images in particular were disturbing to the American Public, and in many regards defined the atrocities of the war to them. These were a photograph of Saigon Chief of Police General Nguyen Ngoc Loa murdering a suspected VC sympathizer with a gunshot to the head, and of South Vietnamese children fleeing their village with soldiers in pursuit after their homes were destroyed by US and ARVN forces. To a nation that placed a high regard on human rights, these images made many people began to question the moral authority of their side in the war.

And to a population who had been told that they were winning the war, the scale of the Vietnamese onslaught betrayed the lie that the US was close to victory. This became known as the “credibility gap.” The US population could not conceive of how their modernly equipped army in Vietnam of 535,000 US troops, supported by close to a million South Vietnamese military and para-military forces, struggled to defend themselves from an attack by fewer than 100,000 poorly equipped VC. As the people no longer trusted their government’s proclamations, what enthusiasm that remained for the war quickly wavered and died as anti-war sentiments grew.

THE HOMEFRONT

General Westmoreland, completely out of sync with the American public and desperate to save the war along with his reputation, asked for an additional 206,000 troops. Westmoreland argued that while Tet left his units virtually unharmed, with only 2000 US and 4000 ARVN soldiers killed in the campaign, it had resulted in huge losses for the VC and NVA. He emphasized that therefore now was the time to strike and annihilate them completely. With the extra troops, he claimed that he could quickly bring the war to a close. In fact, while Tet had seriously damaged VC unit strength and morale, the NVA were still very strong and intact. His plan would simply have perpetuated the war indefinitely.

While not losing the war, Americans on the Homefront had become very tired of it. They were not willing to accept any further increase in the war effort. In contrast, they strongly wanted the conflict to end and for the US to exit Vietnam. US resolve weakened when faced with the fact that North Vietnamese resolve had not. Walter Cronkite, a prominent newsman of the time, distilled the assessment of the war in the minds of Americans when he said “To say that we are closer to victory today is to believe, in the face of the evidence, the optimists who have been wrong in the past. To suggest we are on the edge of defeat is to yield to unreasonable pessimism. To say that we are mired in stalemate seems the only realistic, yet unsatisfactory, conclusion.” In response, LBJ said, “If I've lost Cronkite, I've lost Middle America.”

On March 22 Johnson recalled Westmoreland and replaced him with General Creighton W Abrams Jr. Johnson also felt compelled to replace his Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara. McNamara was wracked with doubt about whether or not America could win the war and had suggested to President Johnson that the US should pull out. LBJ could not make the decision to pull out of Vietnam as it was counter to his winning attitude. Replacing McNamara with Clarke Clifford, Johnson sought the experienced politician’s advice on how to win the war. To get better acquainted with the inner details of the war effort, Clifford performed an extensive investigation into the current military situation. In a later interview, he stated that he was surprised to learn that the US has no plan to win the war.

Much as his predecessor Robert McNamara had done before him, Clifford advised President Johnson to seek an honorable exit from Vietnam. He recommended ceasing the bombing of North Vietnam, a pre-requisite for peace talks. He also advised that the US should then begin negotiations toward a peace treaty that would both preserve the nation of South Vietnam and America’s reputation. On March 31 Johnson orders a halt to the bombings of North Vietnam and initiated peace talks. On a live TV announcement he also announces that he would not seek re-election to the position of President of the United States. He understood that the war had ruined both his Presidency and his dream for a “Great Society”, which had only been partially implemented. The funds necessary to complete his vision had been diverted to feed the giant war machine in Vietnam.

Peace talks began in Paris on May 13 of 1968. North Vietnamese leadership had not foreseen the response of the US public to the Tet campaign and at first were slow to recognize the advantage they could leverage from the “credibility gap” as a propaganda tool. Years following the war, a North Vietnamese spokesperson explained that they had not understood the power of the individual in the US, and that North Vietnam had under-estimated the influence the American population had over the ability of the government to continue the war effort. Ho Chi Minh would die in 1969, aware of the failure of the Tet Offensive in achieving its major objectives. But he died also knowing that the unforeseen war on the American Homefront had shifted in his favor. By the time of his death, he had come to recognize that it was this front that was the key to long term victory. Though the Tet campaign had been a total failure for North Vietnam militarily, the US domestic response propelled the US government toward seeking a withdrawal from Vietnam. And the North Vietnamese understood that this gave them the reigns of control when it came to the terms and conditions that the US would agree to in the peace negotiations.

Richard M Nixon was elected the next President of the United States in 1968, winning the race on the platform that he would remove American troops from Vietnam and bring an end to the war. On entering office, he lived up to his promise and promptly ordered the gradual withdrawal of all US forces. These forces would incrementally leave Vietnam between 1969 and 1973. However, Nixon also understood that the US could not simply abandon South Vietnam. To maintain the global balance of power, it was important that the US sustain a presence and a reputation for strength in the Asian theatre. Also, a failure to preserve the independence of South Vietnam as a sovereign state would tarnish the international reputation of the US.

Aware that the US could not win a military victory in Vietnam, Nixon became obsessed with winning an honorable peace that demonstrated the US has not retreated before communism or abandoned their ally. Nixon was particular sensitive about image and did not want to be remembered by history as unable to deliver on his promise to end the war. He however also did not want to be remembered, as he was quoted as saying, of being “The first President in US history to lose a war.” Therefore he used the period of US troop withdrawal to both prepare the ARVN to assume responsibility for defending their country and to negotiate an honorable peace that preserved the independence of their ally, similar to that which had been achieved with Korea.
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President Richard Nixon

Nixon’s real war however had become one not of battles, but of time. In 1968 anti-war protests had begun to erupt across the United States. In Chicago on August 28, 10,000 protesters rallied to demand an end to the war. Attempting to march on to the Democratic convention, a heavy police presence was employed to stop the protesters. They struck the demonstrators with Billy clubs and the butts of their rifles, arresting over a hundred. These anti-war protests would put great pressure on Nixon to return troops home and to bring a quick end to the war. Continuing to announce troop withdrawals, Nixon grew to deeply resent the protestors and the anti-war sentiment. North Vietnam, aware of Nixon’s dilemma and the continued reduction of US military presence in Vietnam, willingly entered into peace talks. But they then used these as an opportunity to stall for time, knowing that their relative position grew stronger with each passing day. Rather than focusing on negotiations, the North Vietnamese intensified attacks on US forces in an effort to continually increase the pressure on Nixon to exit from Vietnam.

In 1969 the US detected a significant build-up of NVA near the Laos-Vietnam border. A search and destroy mission in force was organized with the intent of dealing the NVA a serious defeat. The 101st Airborne was sent to engage the enemy concentration, the Division having earned its notoriety at the Battle for Bastogne during the Ardennes Offensive in December of 1944. One of the largest scale American Search and Destroy missions of the War, the 101st were ordered to engage in a direct frontal assault against well entrenched positions. Heavy use of artillery in these assaults was relied upon to soften enemy opposition. Eight battalions of US and ARVN forces engaged in brutal and bitter fighting between May 10 and 20. With their attacks being repeatedly driven back and while incurring high losses, the paratroop battalions slowly and gradually secured control of the hill.

Remembered as the Battle for Hamburger Hill for the meat grinder that the battle became, the hill was simply abandoned two days following it capture, having no strategic value to the US. The dispersed NVA simply returned and promptly re-occupied it. Hamburger Hill demonstrated to the North Vietnamese that the US military still had significant bite. The battle reminded the US soldiers of the utter futility of the Search and Destroy mission tactic. Though driven from the hilltop with a high loss of manpower, the NVA were not defeated. They remained in the field as functional military units. North Vietnam had the psychological stamina to sustain far greater losses than the US was willing to, while no strategic advantage was gained for the US through these missions.

Throughout 1969 heavy offensives were launched by the NVA, causing high casualties on both sides. General Giap now understood the advantage to be gained on the American Homefront and the anti-war effort. He came to appreciate the massive propaganda opportunity this situation presented to him. He made effective use of this knowledge by continually sacrificing his people to inflict American casualties, understanding that this would continue to put pressure on Nixon to withdraw the US units ever faster. In response, America intensified their Search and Destroy missions, attempting to flush out and crush the remaining VC and the ever increasing NVA.

By this time however the Ho Chi Minh trail had developed into a highly efficient and effective transportation network. Communist units continually poured into South Vietnam, infiltrating the country at an accelerating rate. By 1970, there were 125,000 NVA forces in South Vietnam. With these units assuming the initiative and aggressively attacking US positions frequently, 10,000 more American soldiers would die in Vietnam during Nixon’s first year in office. Up to this stage of the war 30,000 US soldiers had died thus far. Thus to the American public Nixon appeared not to be de-escalating the war, but rather to be intensifying it. Nixon was desperate to find a way to quickly turn the tables on the North Vietnamese. And in his zeal for a quick solution, he caused one of the great American tragedies.

KENT STATE SHOOTINGS

North Vietnam had constructed much of the Ho Chi Minh trail through the nations of Cambodia and Laos, which laid lengthwise along North and South Vietnam. This was purposely performed to make it difficult for the US to attack the trail without technically violating the sovereignty of these free nations. Laos and Cambodia had not disputed the North Vietnamese operations within their borders, knowing that it was beyond their respective military powers to oppose them. Neither nation had many allies and so therefore wished to appease the North Vietnamese and thus avoid their wrath. But as well as North Vietnam exerting control in the region, China did as well. And China was coming to resent the North Vietnamese for extending their influence into regions that the Chinese believed should be their privilege alone.

China had supported the communists in Vietnam throughout their struggle with the French and the Americans. In return they expected to exert influence in the emerging nation. Hanoi however, feeling strong and independent, shunned the Chinese and the ties between China and North Vietnam weakened. Chinese influence in Cambodia meanwhile had become stronger in recent years and the Cambodian government, under the rule of Prince Norodom Sihanouk, became a puppet to China. To demonstrate their strength, the Chinese government ordered the Cambodians to actively deny North Vietnam access to their territory. In response, under the pretense that the Cambodian government were mistreating ethnically Vietnamese people within their territory, North Vietnamese units infiltrated Cambodia and attacked the forces of the Chinese puppet government. They sought to replace the Cambodian government with the Khmer Rouge, communist Cambodians who had sought refuge within Vietnam. North Vietnam had protected the Khmer Rouge and nurtured them into a political and military force strongly under their influence.

Previous to these events Nixon had authorized resumption of the bombing of the trail within Cambodia. This was intended to reduce the flow of NVA and supplies into South Vietnam, and to demonstrate the willingness and continued capability of the US to resume the bombing of North Vietnam if the peace talks were not taken more seriously. These bombings were not disclosed to the US public in an effort to avoid stirring up further anti-war sentiments. The Cambodian government also made no mention of the bombings to the world at large as they wished for the Americans to drive the NVA out of their country. Nixon started to sense a unity between his efforts and those of the Cambodians and he wished to exploit this opportunity further.

In 1970 Cambodia experienced an upheaval. Marshal Lon Nol led a military coupe to oust Prince Norodom Sihanouk while the Prince was on a trip to Europe for surgery. Nixon felt that providing Lon Nol with support was an opportunity to unite the Cambodian and US causes. A victory for Lon Nol would both halt the spread of Communism into Cambodia and more importantly cut off North Vietnamese access to the Ho Chi Minh Trail, undermining Hanoi’s position at the peace talks. Alternatively, a communist victory in Cambodia would only serve to strengthen the North Vietnamese’s bargaining position at the talks. Therefore Nixon decided to provide Lon Nol US assistance, which arrived in terms of funds and arms. The conflict would rage on for five years, with the Khmer Rouge ultimately gaining control of Cambodia.

Early in this side conflict however Nixon had considered sending US forces into the country to actively support Lon Nol. Concluding that the reaction of the American public to such a move would be intensely negative, an alternative plan was implemented for a force of 20,000 ARVN to attack the NVA bases along the trail within Cambodia. Word of the imminent attack was leaked however to the communists, and they had abandoned the bases before the ARVN arrived. Unfortunately for Nixon, word had also leaked out to the American public of the ARVN attack, and of Nixon’s initial plan to send in US soldiers. Mass demonstrations of protest were organized in response. The protesters claimed that these secretive schemes revealed Nixon’s true intent of expanding the war rather than of ending it.

The tragedy at Kent State University occurred in Ohio on May 4, 1970 during a demonstration at the school protesting Nixon’s actions in Cambodia. National guardsmen were deployed to the school to control the students and they attempted to disperse the crowds at bayonet point. When some of the students resisted the guardsmen efforts and threw rocks at them, some of the men opened fire with live ammunition on the students. 67 rounds were fired, killing four of the students and seriously wounding 9 others, some of whom were simply spectators. Instead of mourning the death of the students, the US government reacted without compassion. President Nixon’s National Security Adviser and right-hand-man Henry Kissinger coldly stated that “we had to make it clear that our foreign policy was not made by street protests.”

In response to the shooting and the insensitivity of the President over 400 universities, colleges and high schools were shut down across the country as 4 million students and teachers protested. 100,000 demonstrators marched on the Whitehouse. Nixon was so taken aback by the audacity of the American people in believing that they had the right to instruct him on how to perform his job that he created a covert team to provide him surveillance and Intel on his domestic critics. At the time he was told by his security staff that phone tapping and spying on Americans was illegal, but he ignored their warnings. His indifference to the civil rights of his fellow American’s would return to burn him later at the Watergate scandal. After one and a half years in office on a pledge to end the war, Nixon had extended it into Cambodia, infuriated his constituents, and still did not have a plan for an honorable exit.

DUAL PEACE TALKS

Nixon felt himself being cornered by both his voters and his enemy. The Paris peace process had become bogged down on a number of key terms. North Vietnam demanded that the US remove President Nguyễn Văn Thiệu from power and replace the South Vietnamese government with one that had significant VC membership. The US demanded that all North Vietnamese troops, NVA and VC inclusive, be withdrawn from South Vietnam as a condition of the peace agreement. Neither could accept the others terms. Knowing that his National Security Adviser Henry Kissinger was an excellent negotiator, Nixon also appointed him to the position of Secretary of State. He then had Kissinger meet secretly meet with North Vietnam’s chief negotiator, Lê Đúc Th⊙, to evaluate all available options to pull American troops out of Vietnam while preserving American’s reputation.

Starting in 1970, these meetings took place outside of the scope of the Paris peace negotiations process. The secret negotiation permitted each protagonist to pursue their own agenda without the courthouse formalities. Kissinger hoped to discover North Vietnam’s soft underbelly, some inner knowledge that he could leverage to his advantage. Le Duc Tho meanwhile treated the negotiations as a form of protracted guerrilla warfare. By stalling he let the American position at home deteriorate as US troop strength in Vietnam continued to decline. Kissinger determined that what the North Vietnamese feared most was the resumption of the bombing of North Vietnam. Termination of the bombings had been a condition of their being willing to engage in the peace negotiations. Kissinger understood that this was the only real threat to North Vietnam, with the government risking the loss of the support of their populace if the bombings were to continue indefinitely.

Nixon and Kissinger conspired to create a plan that would coax Hanoi into accepting the terms of the peace accord by convincing them that Nixon had every intention of resuming the bombings of their country if they did not cede to his terms. In a well-rehearsed act planned with Nixon, Kissinger stated to Le Duc Tho that Nixon was unstable, irrational and paranoid. He said that Nixon was so desperate to end the war that he was prepared to resume the bombings of North Vietnam. Kissinger, using the tactic used by President Eisenhower in Korea, said that they were even considering using nuclear weapons on Hanoi. These words sank deeply into the North Vietnamese leadership’s conscience and their willingness to engage in meaningful negotiations began to increase at the Paris peace process.

With these negotiations on-going, Nixon also sought to improve the capabilities of the ARVN to the point where they would able to successfully defend South Vietnam in the event that North Vietnam reneged on the terms of the peace agreement. The process of attempting to transform the ARVN from a self-serving dysfunctional organization into an effective military machine was referred to as Vietnamization. Nixon knew that the North Vietnamese would use the coming US election year as an opportunity to embarrass him by launching attacks in South Vietnam. He therefore considered demonstrating the success of Vietnamization through a pre-emptive attack along the Ho Chi Minh trail within Laos by ARVN forces. After the Cambodia incursion Congress had barred any further US forces from operating in Laos or Cambodia. So deployment of ARVN units were in fact the only option available for attacking NVA along the trail.

The plan had called for a massive attack of the heavily defended trail by 60,000 motivated troops. Ultimately only 30,000 ill-prepared ARVN soldiers participated in the assault. These were quickly and decisively routed by the experienced and battle hardened NVA regulars. The incident showed the failure of Vietnamization and that the ARVN could still not hold their own against their opponents. Nixon understandably did not want the failure to become a catastrophe for US foreign policy. His fear was that the American public, and the world at large, would perceive the failure as demonstrating the inability of the US to halt the continuing spread of communism. Therefore, despite the reality of the situation, in April 1971 Nixon announced on a TV address to the nation that Vietnamization had proven a great success and that they were close to a peace treaty. In fact, it would take two more long years for a treaty to be signed.

The peace negotiations intensified as ever increasing pressure from the American public compelled Nixon to continually return soldiers in Vietnam back to the US. This of course only stiffened North Vietnamese resolve and resistance to compromise. Nixon and Kissinger became increasingly frustrated with the situation. As a further concern, the military situation in Vietnam began to deteriorate. Those US troops who remained in Vietnam began to deeply resent being there. Racial tensions also developed between black and white troops. Black soldiers felt that they were considered to be more expendable and therefore were bearing the brunt of the suffering and casualties. Troops began to openly disobey their commanders, with order and discipline breaking down. The soldiers had decided for themselves that the war was over and they wanted to return home.

Significantly, the authority of officers to command troops was being directed challenged. Officers who were considered incompetent or too willing to spare the lives of their fellow soldiers were being murdered. The most common method employed was to use a fragmentation grenade. Referred to as fragging, this approach left no forensic evidence regarding the identity of the perpetrators. New draftee’s resisted conscription by burning their draft cards, unwilling to fight a war they knew was lost and that they did not believe in. Street protests within the States were now being led by US vets returned home from the war. In mid-1971 200,000 demonstrators marched on Washington. Nixon’s only defense was that he had reduced US troop presence in Vietnam by 400,000 men, and that he was actively negotiating an honorable, stable and enforceable peace.

In addition to the efforts to strengthen South Vietnamese commitment to the war, Kissinger sought to undermine North Vietnam’s supply of military equipment. Kissinger emphasized to Nixon that a war of attrition would not succeed as the communist Vietnamese had the resources of the USSR and China behind them. Nixon, a keen observer and manipulator, assessed that Vietnam was no longer of strategic interest to either the USSR or China. Vietnam had served its purpose of embarrassing the US on the global stage by suggesting that Communist growth could not be contained, even by the world’s greatest superpower. But now Vietnam had become a drain on both nations, with China and the USSR’s economies both being exhausted by the continual supply to North Vietnam of expensive military equipment. Vietnam’s confidence in themselves had also grown and they now resisted being controlled by China and the Soviets. This further infuriated the Communist founders and alienated them from the emerging Vietnamese state.

Both China and the USSR had made suggestions to the US that they would be interested in improving their relations. The Soviet Union sought to increase trade with the West, while China wished to offset their fear of growing Soviet influence in Asia. Nixon and Kissinger therefore conspired to further undermine North Vietnam’s sense of security by arranging for Nixon to visit both China and the Soviet Union. It was well publicized that the purpose of the visits was for the leadership of each country to engage in discussions regarding opportunities for future co-operation between these great nations. It was understood by the US that the implication of such efforts at reconciliation and improved relations would be a reduction or total halt of the flow of arms to North Vietnam.

In conducting these high profile meetings Kissinger hoped to show Hanoi that their old allies had abandoned them. By demonstrating how truly isolated North Vietnam had become on the world sage, Nixon assumed that they would become more willing to accept a lasting peace treaty. In a landmark exchange, Nixon and Kissinger visited China and met with Mao Zedong in February of 1972. They then visited Leonid Brezhnev in May of the same year. Despite the visit with Mao Zedong no further improvement was observed in North Vietnam’s willingness to negotiate. This was because North Vietnam was already busy making other arrangements.

In March of 1972 North Vietnam launched a massive attack in South Vietnam involving 120,000 NVA regulars. Larger in scale than the Tet Offensive had been, this Eastern Offensive as it would come to be called, involved more limited objectives and was better organized than Tet. Rather than attacking across all South Vietnam, the NVA forces focused on key targets in three regions. These were the northern provinces of South Vietnam, around Saigon, and in the northern central highlands near the coast. Over 400,000 US troops had already returned to America, leaving only 60,000 still in South Vietnam. The situation was in fact significantly more dire than these numbers suggest, as only 6000 of these were combat troops, the remainder focused on logistics and training.

Fortunately, Nixon had left significant airpower in South Vietnam. The bombers had been left as a deterrent, holding the implied threat that the US might resume bombing of North Vietnam if a peace treaty was not forthcoming. As well, US naval forces including aircraft carriers had remained in the area. Therefore the ARVN would largely have to defend their own nation, but able to count on the assistance of rapidly responding and intense US airpower. NVA Regiments and Divisions attacked deep through the country with Soviet tanks and artillery pieces. No longer a guerrilla campaign, the Eastern Offensive involved full-scale traditional military units and tactics. As they had accomplished during Tet the North Vietnamese once again quickly seized the provincial capitals in the north. With the artillery and tanks at their disposal the NVA regulars pounded towns and ARVN positions. The ARVN defending their positions, and brutal fighting ensued.

Careful not to overextend themselves, the goal of the North Vietnamese attack was to seize additional territory that they would continue to hold following a peace treaty. It was also meant to embarrass Nixon just before the election by showing the failure of Vietnamization and thereby compelling him to sign the accord with conditions disadvantageous to the US. Giap had learned how to play the international media game, and sought to demonstrate to the voting American that the NVA remained a formidable force in the field and that peace had not been secured in Vietnam. But the ARVN were willing to fight this time, and with the assistance of heavy US air assaults they resisted the advancing NVA units. As well, on the day the Eastern Offensive began, Nixon ordered that the bombing of North Vietnam be resumed. These bombings of North Vietnam were the most intense of the war. They were also extended to include the bombing of Hanoi itself.

By mid-June the NVA were exhausted and their advances were halted. The North Vietnamese however had been able to bring substantial new areas of South Vietnam under their control. In particular, the entire Mekong Delta was secured under VC control. The Eastern Offensive proved particularly embarrassing to the US government. As with Tet, the Offensive proved the depth of the lies the government had perpetrated upon to the American public. Prior to the attack the US government’s stated position was that the enemy were weak. They had also announced that the ARVN were strong and that Vietnamization had been a success. Emphasis was placed on the large number of men that South Vietnam had under arms, all trained at American expense. There were over 500,000 ARVN soldiers, with another 500,000 paramilitary forces. And yet they were barely able to contain a force a fraction of their size.

Though the ARVN were able to resist the NVA with US air support, their force of 1 million men actually outnumbered the aggressors by at least 4 to 1 in regular units and 8 to 1 in overall military strength. And their forces were better equipped than their NVA counterparts. But the truth of the matter was that the South Vietnamese simply did not possess the will to fight. Nixon attempted to sell the campaign as proof of the success of Vietnamization, noting that an estimated 50,000 NVA were killed. However, most of these had been from the intense air war unleashed upon them. In private, Nixon grew despondent, noting that it was difficult to preserve the freedom of their ally when “The enemy is willing to sacrifice to win, while the South Vietnamese simply are not willing the pay that much of a price in order to avoid losing.” Kissinger also voiced his frustrations with the challenges of securing a peace treaty. Memorably he said “The conventional army loses if it does not win. The guerilla wins if he does not lose.”

In desperation to secure his re-election, Nixon ordered the heavy bombing of Hanoi to continue in an effort to convince North Vietnamese leadership to sign a peace agreement. The US government stated that they were only attacking military and industrial complexes. Witnesses however claim that the entire city was essentially reduced to rubble by the repeated B-52 strikes. Through these strikes Nixon sought to show North Vietnam that the US could crush them without being challenged. Kissinger made clear to the North Vietnamese in negotiations that the bombings would continue until a peace agreement was reached. He also strongly emphasized that the bombings would recommence if North Vietnam attacked South Vietnam following the approval of a treaty. Through this device, Nixon and Kissinger attempted to secure a peace treaty that would be adhered to, thus providing the honorable exit that they so desperately sought.

At first North Vietnam had an ample supply of the sophisticated Soviet SA-2 high altitude anti-aircraft missiles surrounding Hanoi and they did manage to shoot down a number of the B-52s. As their supply of missiles however dwindled and were not replenished by the Soviets, North Vietnam became willing to sincerely negotiate. They agreed to drop their demand that a new South Vietnamese government be formed with VC inclusion. While the US dropped their contentious requirement that all North Vietnamese troops had to leave South Vietnam. It was agreed that the NVA and VC troops existing in South Vietnam could remain in place throughout the regions of the countryside that they currently occupied.
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A B-52 Stratofortress Unleashing its Payload

Kissinger had reached what Nixon considered to be an honorable agreement by October of 1972. The peace treaty was on the very verge of being signed by all concerned parties. And then suddenly and without warning in December the North Vietnamese declared the entire peace process a sham. In response Nixon ordered a truly intensive bombing of Hanoi to commence for twelve days over Christmas. The unparalleled level of devastation wrought upon the city quickly compelled the North Vietnamese to reconsider their position. The Paris Peace Accord was formally signed on January 27, 1973, officially ending the undeclared war. Nixon announced to America that “We have finally achieved peace with honor.” In so doing, Nixon secured his re-election as President of the United States for another term.

3.3 Outcome

Nixon had hoped that the Paris Peace Accord would provide the United States the honorable exit from Vietnam that he required to maintain his significance in history. Nixon wished to be able to claim that he had successfully defended South Vietnam and halted the spread of Communism in the Asian theatre. He had expected North Vietnam to abide by the terms of the Accord and not attempt to conquer South Vietnam for fear of the US resuming the bombing of their troops and of their cities. Nixon had maintained the presence of appreciable air assets near Vietnam. And he has effectively demonstrated during the Eastern Offensive and the Christmas Hanoi bombings how devastating American airpower could be. As well, the ARVN had shown their mediocre but successful ability to defend their country together with US air support. Nixon felt that these factors would be sufficient to discourage North Vietnam from achieving their goal of re-united their country under a single rule.

North Vietnam however was a challenging foe to discourage. Nixon had promised to resume bombings of North Vietnam if the terms of the Accord were violated, and Hanoi understood that he had every intention of doing so. And so they bided their time and improved their position, waiting for their opportunity to strike. They continued to build up their troop strength in South Vietnam, reinforcing the regions they controlled with additional troops and heavy equipment. They escalated their assaults on ARVN positions in an effort to test and weaken their resolve. And then the opportunity they sought arrived. Early in Nixon’s second term in office the Watergate Scandal occurred and removed him from office. Ultimately the war in Vietnam was to destroy two Presidencies. Those of Lyndon B Johnson and of Richard M Nixon. For as Nixon’s chief of staff H.R. Haldmen said, “Without Vietnam, there would have been no Watergate.”

Nixon was promptly replaced by his Vice-President, Gerald Ford. Ford did not share Nixon’s commitment to Vietnam. Ford’s reputation did not stand to be tarnished by Nixon’s and Kissinger’s negotiated peace terms. And Nixon’s reputation was already ruined by the Watergate scandal, so Ford saw no reason to defend his. Knowing that the tide had shifted, North Vietnam launched a full out invasion of South Vietnam in 1975. As they had anticipated, Ford did not respond militarily. Rather, he announced in a public address to the American nation on April 23, 1975 that “Today, Americans can regain the sense of pride that existed before Vietnam. But it cannot be achieved by re-fighting a war.” The NVA had made plans to conquer South Vietnam over a two year period. But without the promised US air coverage, the ARVN were no more willing to fight for their freedom now than they had been before 1965. South Vietnam would fall within months of the commencement of the invasion.

North and South Vietnam were officially united into the single nation of the Socialist Republic of Vietnam in July of 1976. Saigon, the previous capital of South Vietnam, was renamed Ho Chi Minh City, in honor of the Father of Communist Vietnam. Those in power in Hanoi immediately undertook to cleanse their united country of Western influence. An estimated 2 million South Vietnamese were interned in re-education camps, with 1 million more sent to labor camps. These people, with good behavior, could hope to be re-integrated into Vietnamese society only after many years of suffering and bowing before their new overlords. 200,000 others, largely those who had directly supported the efforts of the United States during the war, were simply executed. Seeking freedom from the Communists, over 3 million Vietnamese people fled their country as “boat people”, with more than 250,000 drowning at sea.

Casualties from the war were atrocious. It is estimated that up to 3.8 million Vietnamese died during the war, both soldiers and civilians, North and South. This was from a pre-war population of approximately 35 million. In addition thousands of Cambodians and Laotians are believed to have been killed by the extensive bombing of the trail. For the Americans, the war would cost the lives of over 58,000 of their sons, daughters, fathers and mothers, with another 300,000 wounded. With over 2.7 million Americans having served in Vietnam between 1965 and 1972, the war would leave significant and lasting psychologically wounds on many of the American servicemen. More than 800,000 of those who served would suffer from post-traumatic stress disorder symptoms on their return home. The war would also have a prolonged effect on the American psyche. So deep was the impact that the US remained hesitant to become embroiled in a war involving a significant commitment of ground troops until the Persian Gulf War, more than 30 years later.

With a population in 2013 of over 90 million, Vietnam would remain a poor isolated Communist nation. Relying heavily on agriculture the average citizen of Vietnam would live a life of hard labor and subsistence levels of nutrition. Being of poor health and without modern medical agencies, Vietnam would repeatedly be the source of bird flu strain outbreaks. Reconciliation with the United States would occur in the early 2000’s, and the Vietnamese economy would begin to include some tourism and limited manufacturing for the export market. Remaining steadfastly Communist long after both China and Russia had rejected the concept, Vietnamese remain among the poorest, malnourished and mistreated peoples of the world.

3.4 Key Factors

Following the war in Korea, the US was concerned with the further spread of communism. Having halted its progress in Korea, it was strongly felt that securing the situation in Vietnam was critical to the US policy of containment. As mentioned, America at the time subscribed to the Domino Theory, in which the fall of one state to communism could precipitate a chain reaction whereby more states might fall ever more quickly. The US regarded North Vietnamese ambitions as being dictated by the Soviet Union, similar to as had been the situation with North Korea in the previous decade. The US understood that the Soviets had essentially orchestrated the Korean and Vietnamese conflicts in an effort to distract America from focusing on the security of Europe, into which the Soviets hoped to expand their influence. They also recognized these fabricated crisis were an attempt by the Soviets to strain and weaken NATO and UN resolve, thereby further opening Europe to their influences.

Though the US understood the nature and motives of the Soviet ploy, the nation and its administration felt strongly that they had a responsibility to halt the spread of communism nonetheless. This compulsion arose both from the need to maintain American security interests around the world, as well as from a sincere desire to protect blossoming democracies and the freedoms they offered their citizens. Therefore America made every effort to handle each conflict with delicacy, avoiding to strain UN and NATO relations while attempting to keep the conflicts from escalating. It is for this reason that the US never invaded North Vietnam with troops. To maintain a limited war, the US could not send ground forces directly into North Vietnam, for fear of escalating the war to a situation similar to Korea, where Chinese or Soviet troops may directly enter the fray.

Though the Soviets certainly encouraged the North Vietnamese in their wish to attack South Vietnam, the US administration ultimately failed to understand the deeper underlying nature of North Vietnam’s actions, as thus to fully comprehend the nature of the war they had entered into. North Vietnamese leadership was driven by an honest and intense Nationalistic zeal to reunite their country. They wished to expel foreign domination and to bring their split populations back together again under their own rule. The true extent of Chinese and Soviet manipulation in Vietnam has never been completely established, though it is known that each country poured weapons into North Vietnam throughout the conflict. But for the North Vietnamese, the Vietnam War, which for them stretched continuously back to the Japanese Occupation during WWII, was a war of Nationalism. Not understanding this critical aspect, America would always consider the conflict as a Communist sponsored distraction, rather than recognizing the situation for what is was - a committed effort to forge a new nation.

America’s ally of South Vietnam however possessed no such nationalist ideals. Having been ruled by a series of unstable, corrupt and self-serving autocrats, South Vietnamese leadership revealed through their actions that they sought only the preservation of their own personal regimes. As each General conducted a coupe to supplant the reigning President, this new self-appointed leader would himself live in fear of being overthrown or assassinated by his peers. Therefore promotion within the armed forces and government were based on loyalty rather than competence. The ARVN existed as the President’s bodyguard, and served to crush those who resisted his will. The military and civic administration were controlled by despotic self-promoting cronies who lacked integrity and a commitment to the interests of their nation and its people.

The sheer disregard and complacency of the South Vietnamese government, the ARVN and the society as a whole became all too apparent as the US commitment in their country increased. ARVN units would simply abandon their position on being approached by VC forces. Officials held out their hand continually requesting more money. Life for the ordinary citizen carried on in the cities as if there were no war at all. Indifference was shown to American sacrifices and the death of US soldiers. The South Vietnamese expected the US to carry on the war indefinitely on their behalf without a contribution on their part. Therefore the US was left in a position where they had to fight a war for a government, military and populace who had no interest in the war, and no willingness to make the necessary sacrifices to preserve their nation.

THE POLITICS OF WAR

Initially the US had assumed that the South Vietnamese would step up to the challenge of defending their own country. Johnson provided them with extensive military equipment, training and funding. As the war progressed however, Johnson wasn’t certain if the ARVN were in fact stepping up to the plate. And he found it difficult to get a straight answer from his advisers on how the war was actually progressing. Johnson was a man who tended to work closely with others and he freely accepted guidance from those he surrounded himself with. But Johnson would express later that at the time he was receiving mixed and opposing stories on the situation in Vietnam. He also felt that the advice his various advisers were offering seemed to suit their own agendas rather than the best interests of America.

General Westmoreland and Secretary of State Dean Rusk told Johnson they had the situation under control and were decisively winning the war. While William Colby, Director of the CIA, told him that the US Army was floundering because the use of military force to oppose an asymmetric conflict was the wrong approach. Colby said that more secret operations with a heavy CIA presence was needed, countering the enemies guerilla tactics with the CIA’s distinctly non-conventional approach to war. Congressmen and senators on the other hand would tell Johnson that they had never supported entry into the war, reflective of the opinions of their war weary constituents. After the credibility of the US position was shattered with the Tet Offensive, these same men, fearing injury to their personal reputations, would turn against Johnson and blame him personally for the failures.

Abandoned and feeling overwhelmed by defeat, Johnson refused to run for re-election and Nixon assumed the reins of power on the promise that we would pull American out of Vietnam. Diametrically opposed as a personality to Johnson, Nixon was a deeply private man. Solitary and isolationist by nature, he was distrustful of others and was very slow to form strong bonds. Throughout the war his only true confidant would be Dr. Henry Kissinger. Of German Jewish descent, Kissinger was a highly intellectual individual, obsessed with power and influence. Nixon felt strongly that the US needed to maintain allies in the Asian theatre to counter Chinese and Soviet influence. He also felt that he needed to save Vietnam to preserve the US reputation as an undefeatable nation. Therefore he was left in the unenviable position of being compelled to pursue a peace treaty with a resilient enemy.

Nixon would often feel trapped in these negotiations with North Vietnam, caught between an uncooperative South Vietnamese government and an American public demanding a quick end to the war. He recognized that his timeline and available options were very limited. His most prized hope lay in convincing the ARVN through training to stand their ground and defend their nation willingly. Referred to as Vietnamization, this very extensive, exhaustive and expensive process was a dismal failure. Despite many of the senior ARVN officers receiving as much as ten years training within the US, they had no desire to fight and risk their precious careers when American soldiers could be sacrificed in their place. As later wars that the US was to get involved in would continue to demonstrate, unmotivated and disinterested populations cannot be made to be willing to lay down their lives to defend their nation.

Nixon’s only other strong card was to leverage the disunity among the Communist countries in his favor. Throughout the 60’s the Chinese and Soviet alliance had begun to unwind as Soviet ambitions in Asia became more evident. In 1968 Czechoslovakia had sought to break away from Soviet control. In reprisal the nation was promptly invaded by Soviet armoured units and the anti-Soviet government was quickly crushed. Leonid Brezhnev, long serving General Secretary of the USSR, defended his actions by saying that the Soviet Union had the right to intervene in any communist country whose methods differed from the “true” Soviet form of Communism. This brought distrust of the USSR from other communist countries, especially those in Asia which were less under their influence than those in the European theatre. In 1969 Soviet and Chinese forces would actually come to blows, fighting a series of brief skirmishes along the border with Manchuria, a disputed territory between them.

Mao wanted to open communications with the US to offset his fear of Soviet ambitions. In a highly publicized event, Nixon and Kissinger travelled to China and met with Mao in Beijing in early 1972. China provided their verbal commitment to support the US in bringing a quick close to the war in Vietnam. Initially China, like the Soviet Union, had wished to expand communism into new nations and bog down the US in wars of attrition that would demonstrate the success of the communist approach. However Mao now wanted the US to return in strength to Europe to draw Soviet forces and ambitions away from Asia. As well Mao wished for the US to maintain a strong position in Asia. Understanding that the US was not a direct threat to China, the continued US presence would offset Soviet ambitions to expand into the area. In return for Chinese co-operation, the US promised to reduce their naval presence around Taiwan.

Chinese relations with Vietnam also continued to collapse due to North Vietnamese resistance to Chinese efforts to influence the development of their nation. Both countries also struggled over their mutual ambitions to control the other smaller states in the area, particularly Laos and Cambodia. In retaliation for the the Vietnamese sponsorship of the Khmer Rouge, which would ultimately displace the pro-Chinese government in Cambodia with a pro-Vietnamese government, China actually invaded Vietnam in 1979. A brief punitive border war, both sides would claim victory. An important aspect of the Chinese violation of North Vietnamese sovereignty was that the Soviets did not come to the defense of Vietnam or offer her assistance. Vietnam realized then how truly alone she was.

COUNTERING INSURGENTS

While Nixon sought to find an honorable exit from Vietnam, the US forces continued their struggle to contain the NVA and VC. The North Vietnamese had many natural advantages for engaging in a guerilla campaign. Similar to as had been the case with South Korea during the Korean War, South Vietnam did not have well-developed transportation systems. Trains were old, airfields were limited in size and number, and the roads were in poor condition and did not provide extensive access to the countryside. This reduced the ability of the Americans to mobilize ground units quickly in response to VC hit and run attacks. The heavy jungles of Vietnam, much as the mountainous terrain of Korea, also highly restricted mobility and limited the value of armor and artillery. The jungle was also very effective in obscured the visibility of VC and NVA positions and their movements, particularly along the Ho Chi Minh Trail.

With this trail they possessed an extensive supply network for moving men and materiel southward through Laos and Cambodia, nations with declared neutrality. Both countries pretended not the notice the presence of the trail and typically ignored US incursions into their territory to attack the trail. But the trail ensured that North Vietnam always had an effective means available to replenish their losses. In fact, despite intensive US efforts to destroy the trail and the materiel moving along it, as the war progressed the trail actually continued to expand and the flow of materiel ever increased. Worn paths became paves roads, and rivers were crossed with bridges. Bicycles and backpacks were replaced with trucks. Multiple parallel paths were developed to avoid bottlenecks when one trail was damaged. Teams worked all night under cover of darkness to repair damage incurred by bombing raids that had occurred through the day.

To counter the restrictions on their mobility, the Americans developed innovative use of the skies and the river systems to deliver manpower and firepower. The Air Cavalry was created to transport troops and equipment quickly to remote locations, and to support them with airmobile firepower. Heavily armed gunboats patrolled the extensive river systems. Bombers, ground attack aircraft and helicopter gunships filled the skies with rapidly available firepower. Artillery was placed on hilltops to support troop movements, and also introduced into the sky and onto the rivers. 105 mm howitzers were fastened within C-130 cargo planes, along with chain guns and cannons, to produce the AC130 Spectre. Artillery was also floated on river craft to provide direct and indirect fire support. The US controlled the sea along the long and slender Vietnamese coastline and could both directly target land positions with naval guns and dispatch aircraft from carriers to any point in the country.

Throughout the war the US always maintained air superiority and undisputed control of the skies. But the Soviets had made major improvements in anti-aircraft missile technology. With the introduction of the SA-2 Guideline high-altitude air defense system, a great many B-52s and lighter ground attack aircraft were shot down, with over 500 being lost over the Ho Chi Minh trail alone, and many more over North Vietnam and Hanoi. In fighter engagements the US pilot kill ratio also dropped significantly compared to the Korean War as the Soviets improved their pilot training. As in the Korea War, most North Vietnamese pilots were in fact Soviets throughout the Vietnam War. This is known as the pilots could be overheard speaking Russian to each other over the radio channels. To improve the pilot kill ratio the US Navy implemented the Top Gun program.
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The AC130 Spectre Offers Intense Ground Support Capabilities

Despite these efforts, the US could not slow the continuous flow of manpower, equipment and resources from North Vietnam into South Vietnam. They were stifled in their efforts to suppress the guerilla attacks, neutralize their underground bunkers, or identify and destroy their military formations. The Ho Chi Minh Trail was too extensive. The concealment of the enemy was too effective. The commitment and will of the enemy to their own cause was too great. With a guerrilla war, there are no clear battle lines. The VC often wore civilian clothes, making them challenging to identify from the hamlet farmers. They created huge tunnel complexes under the Vietnamese countryside. Within these tunnel systems they slept, stored their equipment and created field hospitals.

Immune from observation or bombing, these tunnel complexes, often extending across acres under the ground, could only be attacked by direct entry into them of rather daring individuals. For this purpose the US specially trained soldiers to penetrate the tunnels once they were located. These individuals were often referred to as “tunnel rats.” Once the VC had been driven from an area following a successful search and destroy mission, tunnel entrances would be searched for. Once located, the tunnel rats would enter them, not knowing what was waiting for them when they popped their heads up within. To discourage American egress into their tunnels, the VC booby trapped the entrances, making this a particularly harrowing and dangerous job. Upon entering the tunnel rats would flush out any remaining enemy soldiers and plant explosives to destroy the tunnels so that they could not be re-occupied.
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Sgt. Ronald Payne, a “Tunnel Rat”, Entering a VC Tunnel with Only the Typically Used Pistol and Flashlight

The US faced many unique challenges with their enemy during the Vietnam War. Unable to find an effective counter to the guerrilla tactics employed, the US also often found itself unable to effectively thwart even the conventional attacks that they were subjected too. The US were well aware of the significant enemy troop build-up’s that had occurred in advance of major conventional strikes. Military Intelligence provided ample warning when major ground offensives were about to be unleashed. Yet when US bases and South Vietnamese cities were swarmed by VC units during the Tet Offensive in 1968 and by the NVA during the Eastern Offensive in 1972, the US Army was unable to predict precisely when, where or how the attacks would occur. Additionally, no innovative methods were contrived to counter these known impending attacks.

There were marked achievements in reducing North Vietnamese influence and control in South Vietnam under Nixon’s administration that are worthy of note. Due to the severe losses incurred by the VC during Tet, they were largely unable to sustain their occupation and control over the rural hamlets at their previous levels. This provided the US with an opportunity to further undermine the VC influence over the countryside. In response, CIA director William Colby developed and implemented the Phoenix program. This program involved large scale infiltration of the hamlets by US trained South Vietnamese operatives. These operatives would encourage the villagers to point out the communists and sympathizers within their hamlet. Many of the villagers, sensing the VC weakness and having resented their control, eagerly co-operated. Those identified by the village heads as VC or sympathizers were then quickly assassinated.

A great number of VC personnel were neutralized in this manner through the Phoenix program. The CIA claimed that in 1969 alone they neutralized 20,000 VC and communist sympathizers. The program however was criticized in the US for the levels of corruption involved, and for clear abuses of power that were occurring. It was felt that many of the cleansed “sympathizers” were in fact merely individuals who were unco-operative or disliked. The claims of the CIA as to the successfulness of the program were also highly disputed. For these reasons, the Phoenix program was ultimately cancelled. Ironically, it was only to be determined many years later that the US had actually come close to winning the war for dominance in the countryside through the execution of this CIA initiative. From interviews conducted following the war with North Vietnamese leaders, it was revealed that they concurred with the level of program success as suggested by the CIA, validating their claims.

These North Vietnamese leaders would admit that the program had seriously undermined their control of the hamlets and had in fact come close to completely driving the VC from the South Vietnamese countryside. Considering values suggested by the CIA and North Vietnamese leadership, it is estimated that the program eliminated 60,000 communists. Therefore the program in effect delivered greater losses to the VC and their cause than had the Tet Offensive. VC morale had seriously suffered with their losses during Tet and the failure of the city population to rise up, as had been promised. It then completely collapsed from their scourging by the Phoenix program. Many simply quit and went home, while others even surrendered. With the cancellation of the program North Vietnam would quickly replace the lost VC units with NVA personnel. Not received well by the villagers, who saw the coarse and cruel soldiers as foreigners, the North Vietnamese found it difficult to hold the hamlets in South Vietnam with the level of influence and control that they previously had.

The success of the Phoenix program was in marked contrast to the failure of the US Army and ARVN more generally to dislodge or even disrupt NVA activity. This is particularly surprising when the relative number of units involved are considered. The North Vietnamese frequently took the initiative though they possessed inferior strength. The Tet Offensive in 1968 involved 85,000 VC and 100,000 NVA troops attacking almost half a million US troops and the corresponding number of ARVN troops. Only 125,000 NVA attacked over a half million ARVN in the successful Eastern Offensive of 1972. Throughout the war communist troop counts always paled in comparison to either US troop deployment or South Vietnamese troops. That an enemy was able to bog down the US with significantly fewer units in the field, and even to assume the offensive periodically, was to become a continuous feature of future guerilla wars. Peoples and Nations had come to recognize that when they did not possess the quantity of soldiers or quality of equipment required to combat the Americans in a conventional conflict that they could resort to asymmetric warfare techniques to drive out the Americans. Provided of course that their soldiers were sufficiently committed to the cause.

The American armed forces excelled through their extensive military training in assuming the offensive and taking the initiative through rapid attacks. This approach is successful when it shocks the enemy. It crushes their morale, instills them with fear, and deprives their commanders of the time to react and co-ordinate an effective counter-attack. Though it proved successful for US forces in WWII and Korea, the offense is challenging to attain in a guerilla war environment. American troops would take the initiative and seek out the enemy in an effort to engage and eradicate them during the Vietnam War on the so called “search and destroy” missions. But typically there was no enemy concentrations to be found, and the soldiers would suffer injuries and fatalities during these futile missions from booby traps and staged ambushes.

LOSING THE WILL TO FIGHT

Forced to assume the defensive role, US troop morale collapsed. The soldiers began to deeply resent the South Vietnamese they were there to defend. In the cities they saw the young men going about their daily business indifferent to the war. The American G.I. could not understand why he was uprooted from his happy existence and forced through conscription to fight in a country he had never heard of, while the young men of that country were free to pursue their own ambitions without concern of the war. They also resented the villagers who were found hiding caches of enemy ammunition and food without reporting the VC activity in their area. These peasants appeared to be traitors to their land and undeserving of being defended.

It was a war of frustration and anger for the US G.I., a war without purpose or direction. The villager meanwhile felt betrayed by the soldiers. With their men killed by the NVA or taken away forcibly to fight for the VC, they were compelled at gunpoint to conceal weapons and permit the enemy to use their villages as bases. Hoping the Americans would push out the enemy soldiers, in frustration the Americans would instead burn their hamlets and relocate the villagers to parts of the country that they were unfamiliar with. In areas where villagers were suspected of willingly supporting the enemy, the US Army implemented a policy of free fire zones. In these zones soldiers were permitted to shoot any Vietnamese found in the area. In all, more than 430,000 South Vietnamese villagers would be killed during the war. Few civilian populations have ever experienced such brutality at the combined hands of both their enemies and their defenders.

Nixon’s campaign promise to leave Vietnam made negotiating a peace treaty significantly more challenging. Kissinger had been highly opposed to the US pulling troops out of Vietnam as he realized that this removed his negotiating leverage power. Nixon however knew that he had no choice as he had made this a campaign promise to the American people. North Vietnam effectively used the US withdrawal as propaganda within their own country and to boost their troop’s morale and resolve. The negotiations were used as an opportunity for delay, as a daily exodus of US troops acted in the favor of Hanoi. North Vietnam’s principle point of resistance was their refusal to remove NVA troops from South Vietnamese territory. During negotiations Kissinger tried to link the removal of US troops to the removal of NVA troops, but North Vietnam would not abide this idea, knowing the US were committed to leaving their country regardless.

The North Vietnamese leadership, playing on the common knowledge that their strength had been severely weakened by the Tet Offensive, argued that in fact there were actually no NVA units left in South Vietnam. They claimed that it was only the few remaining VC that the US and ARVN were up against. They then argued that as nationalists that the VC had the right to remain in their own country following a treaty. These sorts of propagandistic delays infuriated Kissinger and Nixon. Having learned to use propaganda to further inflame the anti-war sentiments on the US home front, the North Vietnamese published footage of downed B-52’s. They also showed video of captured pilots. These pilots, under coercion, stated that on having been within Vietnam and seeing the strength and honor of the people, and witnessing how US bombs were killing innocent civilians, had concluded that the war was wrong.

The war effort was significantly eroded by this sort of extensive and uncensored televising of the war. These supposed confessions were played on television and proved very destructive to both the morale of the American public and the US soldiers. The public grew to despise the war when their evening televisions were filled with images of fighting, death and destruction. Even more detrimental to the morale of the US soldier was the lack of support they received from their fellow Americans back home. Watching the anti-war demonstrations and listening to the speeches, US soldiers heard themselves referred to not as heroes, but as butchers and baby killers. Soldiers fight for their countries and families. When their country no longer believes in the cause for which they killing and dying for, most soldiers will also no longer believe in that cause.

On public newscasts, gruesome images of injured American soldiers were shown nightly. The bitter cost of war, and its shear brutality were revealed to the average American, who had never experienced this level of directly provided information in previous wars. During WWII and the Korean War, war footage was produced by the US Army, and served as positive propaganda. In Vietnam the networks could accurately and factually relate the nature of warfare to the American public, including the suffering, death, and wonton destruction. Dean Russ, Johnson’s Secretary of State, asked the question, how would WWII have been perceived by the US population if mutilated American G.I.’s and US military defeats had been shown on television? Televising the war may have done more to hurt the war effort than any other factor. As a telling sign, all future US wars up to the present would once again be censored.

The other challenge was that North Vietnam was simply willing to incur significantly higher losses over a far greater period of time to win the war than were their opponents. Both the VC and NVA, as military organizations and as individual soldiers, were willing to suffer death to achieve the goal of re-unification. The ARVN alternatively seemed generally disinterested in the war. While the US, able to make a large commitment to the war effort, could not offer an indefinite one. The American public was only willing to bear prolonged casualties with a correspondingly demonstrated progress toward an ultimate victory. And while the morale of the typical US soldier was very high at the beginning of the war, this advantage waned as the war staggered forward without an end in sight. Having joined the armed forces of their free will, the earliest soldiers involved in the struggle believed strongly in America and the conflicts she became involved in. These were professional men who were well trained, motivated, and prepared to pay the ultimate personal sacrifice for their nation. As the war progressed however, newly conscripted units lacked both motivation and experience. As well, the anti-war sentiments in America undermined their faith in their purpose, and drug use among the soldiers increased as morale plummeted.

The United States had changed since the 1950’s and the Korean War of that Era. Americans no longer offered their unconditional and unquestioning loyalty to their government. The seriousness and deep sense of responsibility of the 1950’s had given way to a generation that wanted freedom from what they saw as an oppressive past. They openly questioned authority and convention. It was the age of hippies and long hair, of communes, drugs and casual sex. Television had made people aware of the true nature of the wars into which their young men and women were being sent to fight. This was an America aware and angry. And they expressed their anger through demonstrations and protest.

America had difficulty coming to terms with their defeat and loss of Vietnam. The official position of the US Army was that “tactics have often seemed to exist apart from larger issues, strategies, and objectives. Yet in Vietnam the Army experienced tactical success and strategic failure… The…Vietnam War…legacy may be the lesson that unique historical, political, cultural, and social factors always impinge on the military…Success rests not only on military progress but on correctly analyzing the nature of the particular conflict, understanding the enemy's strategy, and assessing the strengths and weaknesses of allies. A new humility and a new sophistication may form the best parts of a complex heritage left to the Army by the long, bitter war in Vietnam.”

General Maxwell Taylor would say “First, we didn't know ourselves. We thought that we were going into another Korean War, but this was a different country. Secondly, we didn't know our South Vietnamese allies… And we knew less about North Vietnam. Who was Ho Chi Minh? Nobody really knew. So, until we know the enemy and know our allies and know ourselves, we'd better keep out of this kind of dirty business. It's very dangerous.” Army Chief of Staff Harold Keith Johnson said “if anything came out of Vietnam, it was that air power couldn't do the job.”

Henry Kissinger was to note “in terms of military tactics, we cannot help draw the conclusion that our armed forces are not suited to this kind of war. Even the Special Forces who had been designed for it could not prevail.” General Westmoreland commented “I still doubt that the North Vietnamese would have relented.” And perhaps most significantly, Ho Chi Minh had said “You can kill ten of my men for every one I kill of yours…But even at these odds you will lose and I will win.” These are the honest words of a nation that had fought for its freedom and right to exist for almost 50 years.





Chapter 4

The Gulf War

On August 2 1990 Saddam Hussein, President of Iraq, orders the invasion and conquest of the small neighbouring oil producing nation of Kuwait. Saddam had assumed that the world would not react to his belligerent actions. On the contrary, the US quickly organized a Coalition of UN partners to restore Kuwait sovereignty. These nations responded rapidly by transferring military equipment and personnel to Saudi Arabia along the Kuwait border. Once Saudi Arabian security from possible further advances by Iraq was established, a continuous build-up of military assets continued to occur. These Coalition forces then attacked the Iraqi forces occupying Kuwait in an effort to drive them out. Unexpected for the Coalition they quickly defeated Saddam’s forces, including his legendary elite military formation the Iraq Republican Guard. Driving the Iraqi units from Kuwait and liberating the country, President George Bush decided against invading Iraq proper. He acknowledged that conquering Iraq or seeking regime change within the country was beyond the scope of the UN approved mission. With the brief war over by February 28 1991, it was America’s first major combat operation since the Vietnam War. The Gulf War clearly demonstrated the overwhelmingly advantage gained by possessing technologically superior weaponry and equipment in a modern conventional war.

4.1 Background

Saddam Hussein became President of Iraq on July 16, 1979 as head of the Ba’athists, a nationalist/socialist Sunni Muslim led political party. In the same year the pro-American Shah of Iran was overthrown by the Islamic Revolution. In his place the Ayatollah Khomeini became the new recognized leader of Iran by the Shi’ite Muslim population. Saddam feared the Ayatollah’s influence and control on the predominantly Shi’ite population within Iraq. He therefore contrived a plan to invade Iran to neutralize their influence, as well as to seize territory. Saddam received support and funding by a number of the surrounding Sunni Arab countries that also feared the growth of Iranian power. He was also well provisioned by the United States, which hoped to acquire Iraq as an ally in the region to counter their loss of influence in Iran.

Attacking with an army better trained and equipped than that of the Iranians, Saddam experienced early success and declared the conquered territories to be a new province of Iraq. However, the far more populace nation of Iran drove back the Iraqi’s using human wave attacks, reminiscent of Stalin’s counterattack against Hitler’s invasion of the Soviet Union in 1941. The war became a nightmare for both sides. Iraqi soldiers dug into the earth and defended themselves in World War I trench warfare style against Iranian massed human wave assaults, which frequently breached and overwhelmed their positions. The Iranian youth was wasted in massed bayonet charges against entrenched Iraqi machine-gun positions. Iranian troops and civilians were killed through exposure to chemical weapons unleashed upon them by Iraq. Iraqi towns and facilities were pulverized by Iranian artillery. Local populations on both sides of the border were decimated. The brutal war of attrition ended in a stalemate eight years later, with an estimated million dead.

With his economy shattered and his nation’s infrastructure in ruins, Saddam was desperate for funds to repair the damage and appease his people. Having already borrowed heavily from other countries during the war, not only could he not secure further funding, but pressure was mounting for Iraq to repay their outstanding debt. Iraq’s only source of income by which to rebuild and to pay off their debt was through the export of crude oil. However, the price for oil had collapsed due to a glut created by Saudi Arabian and Kuwaiti over-production, each eager to recover their own financial losses resulting from the Iran-Iraq war. Unable to restore electricity and water to large areas of Iraq, the populace grew ever more frustrated and angry with Saddam. Critically, Saddam faced upheaval from the Shi’ite population in Iraq who now saw Iran as heroic.
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President Saddam Hussein of Iraq

To alleviate the pressure of unrest within his country Saddam conspired to create a crises. His only advantage lay in his large, experienced and well equipped army. Having been supplied by various Western nations to assist in the struggle with Iran, the Iraq military was now the fourth largest army in the world. Saddam possessed under his command 955,000 soldiers, 850,000 reservists and 650,000 paramilitary units. And these forces had at their disposal 5000 tanks, 3000 artillery pieces, and 500 combat aircraft. Saddam decided that his best strategy to recover the losses that had resulted from the Iran-Iraq war was to invade yet another country and to incorporate their resources into his own. He decided that the small oil rich nation of Kuwait on Iraq’s southern border would be his target.

In 1990 Saddam publicly denounced Kuwait and made claims that it was using the recently developed slant-drilling oil extraction technology to drill into, and steal oil from, Iraqi oil fields adjacent to their nation. He demanded $10 billion from Kuwait in compensation for incurred Iraqi losses. Though they had not been stealing oil, Kuwait nonetheless offered Iraq $9 billion in an effort to appease Saddam and avoid conflict. But as Saddam’s sole intention was to conquer Kuwait and incorporate her as an Iraqi province, he promptly rejected their offer. In one swift move he had plans to capture their oil resources, cancel his debt to them, and seize their enormous wealth. Having positioned his armoured units along the Kuwaiti border in advance, Saddam ordered a full scale invasion of Kuwait.

The attack began on August 2, 1990 with Iraqi aircraft bombing key targets within Kuwait City. Iraq commandos followed quickly afterward, infiltrating the capital city both by helicopter insertion and on boats launched near the harbor. A two prong full-scale invasion was then launched with Iraqi armored units crossing the border between Iraq and Kuwait. These invasion units consisted principally of the highly motivated and well equipped Iraqi Republican Guard. Though the Kuwaiti military consisted of only 16,000 personnel and limited armor, artillery and air assets, they put up a strong resistance until they were overwhelmed by superior numbers. The airports and airbases were lost early in the battle while the cities and oil fields soon afterward succumbed to Iraqi forces. Within 24 hours of Saddam’s invasion the Kuwaiti Royal family fled their country and the entire nation fell to the Iraqi Republican Guard.

4.2 The War

The invasion of Kuwait by Iraq received international condemnation by the United Nations (UN). The UN quickly passed Resolution 660, demanding the withdrawal of all Iraqi forces from Kuwaiti territory. Soon after Resolution 661 was implemented, imposing economic sanctions on Iraq. This was quickly followed by Resolution 665 which called on UN nations to establish a naval blockade to enforce the sanctions. Lastly, and critically, Resolution 678 gave Iraq until January 15 1991 to withdrawal from Kuwait. In the event that Iraq had not withdrawn by the deadline, the resolution also authorized UN nations to expel the occupying Iraqi units by force. US President George H.W. Bush understood that Saddam had no intention of leaving Kuwait and that the UN sanctions and embargoes would prove ineffective. Therefore, acting on Resolution 678, Bush immediately began to organize a coalition of nations to oust the Iraqi Republican Guard from Kuwait.

Additionally, with the Republican Guard stopped and holding at the border between Kuwait and Saudi Arabia, President Bush was deeply concerned that Saddam might be using this time as an opportunity to re-organize his forces, with the intention of continuing his attack by invading Saudi Arabia. Like Kuwait, Saudi Arabia was wealthy and possessed enormous oil deposits, yet was vulnerable, with a small defensive military. Bush appreciated the criticality of rapidly defending Saudi Arabia, and that the only means to re-stabilize the region was to drive the Iraqi forces out of Kuwait. The United States, both as a dedicated ally of Saudi Arabia as well as dependent on the uninterrupted flow of oil out of the country to sustain their economy, therefore quickly deployed troops to Saudi Arabia to defend their ally from invasion.

Ultimately 34 nations would join the coalition proposed by President Bush to assist in ousting Saddam and his Republican Guard from Kuwait. These would include the Islamic nations of Bahrain, Bangladesh, Egypt, Morocco, Oman, Pakistan, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Syria, and the United Arab Emirates (UAE). Other countries also contributed forces and equipment, including Argentina, Australia, Belgium, Canada, Denmark, France, Greece, (German and Japan contributed funds but could not commit forces due to post WWII constitutions not permitting military involvement), Italy, Netherlands, New Zealand, Niger, Norway, Portugal, South Korea, Senegal, Sierra Leone, Singapore, Spain, and the United Kingdom.

Each of these nations began to transport troops and equipment to Saudi Arabia to form an aligned defense and attack force. The build-up of coalition troops in Saudi Arabia was codenamed Operation Desert Shield. Starting with the first US forces deployed to Saudi Arabia on August 7, 1990, nations would continue to slowly build up their forces through to January 16, 1991. In all, 956,600 troops would be accumulated in and around Saudi Arabia. The United States would contribute the majority of the assembled Coalition army, providing 543,000 ground troops equipped with M1A1 Abrams main battle tanks and infantry fighting vehicles, F-15 Eagle air superiority fighters, two carrier groups with the USS Dwight D Eisenhower and the USS Independence, and the two battleships the USS Missouri and the USS Wisconsin. While France and Britain would provide the bulk of the additional heavy tanks contributed, key to defeating the significant armour assets of the Republican Guard.
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President George Bush

Importantly, the UN Resolution did not provide for an invasion of Iraq itself and the Coalition did not include this within their scope of responsibility. This exclusion was important as it provided reassurance to the Muslim nations of the world that this was not a conspiracy by Western powers to seize Arab lands, but rather it was a worldwide effort to defend them. Arab commitment to the Coalition was critical as it justified the Coalitions existence by demonstrating Arab support for it. The concern was that if the Arab nations felt the Western powers were attempting to conquer Iraq, they might leave the Coalition and even become allies of Iraq in its defense. This would result in a war with predominantly Western nations attacking predominantly Arab nations, effectively collapsing the legitimacy of the Coalition and the UN mandate. Of course, this is exactly what Saddam sought be bring about, recognizing the precariousness of his position otherwise.

Saddam had not anticipated the strong reaction from the world, and had assumed that no one would come to the defense of Kuwait. Hoping to split the world reaction and shatter the Coalition, he appealing to Arab and Muslim solidarity. In defense for his actions Saddam accused Saudi Arabia of being a US puppet and claimed that his occupation of Kuwait was equal to Israeli occupation of Palestine, and that he would leave if they did. He also claimed that Iraq and Kuwait belonged together as they had always been one province under the Ottoman Empire, only later divided by Great Britain. By leveraging Arab resentment of Israeli and Western influence he sought through such rhetorical statements to establish himself as a leader and defender of Sunni Arabs, as he had done successfully during the Iran-Iraq War. As a last appeal, Saddam offered to remove his troops from Kuwait if Iraq was given a segment of land through Kuwait that would provide them access to the Persian Gulf and control of the Kuwaiti’s Rumaila oil fields. He hoped that this offer would appease and diffuse the world reaction, while giving him what he sought; the lion’s share of Kuwaiti oil resources and access to a coastline through which to directly ship his oil. His appeals went unheeded and the Coalition held.
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M1A1 Abrams Main Battle Tanks in Operation during the Gulf War

With the Coalition secure, the concern was that Saddam would use his large tank force to invade Saudi Arabia before the coalition could transport sufficient heavy armor assets to the region to counter this threat. This would disrupt world oil prices and supplies, result in yet more death and suffering within Saudi Arabia, and deprive the Coalition of a secure staging area. Saddam’s forces made incursions into Saudi Arabia and briefly took control of the Saudi city of Khafji near the Kuwait border. The battle of Khafji involved counter attacks by units of the Saudi Arabian National Guard (SANG) and USMC forces stationed in the vicinity. Lacking heavy armour to counter the Iraqi armor at this early stage of the war, the allies relied on artillery to defeat the enemy tanks. Iraqi units were quickly repelled from Khafji and driven back across the border. Unable to break the Coalition or to successfully invade Saudi Arabia, and with the Coalition forces continuing to build in strength, Saddam prepared for a defensive war. He ordered his troops to dig in and prepare defensive positions along the Iraq and Kuwait border with Saudi Arabia to resist the inevitable Coalition attack.

Per Resolution 678, the coalition could use force to expel the Iraqi Republic Guard to liberate Kuwait as of January 16, 1991. With the coalition having transported significant military assets to the region by early January, Operation Desert Shield transitioned into the attack phase of the operation on January 17, 1991. Codenamed Operation Desert Storm, General H Norman Schwarzkopf was placed in overall command of the attack by President Bush. The US had expected that the effort to expel the Iraqi’s would be challenging. It was supposed that the Iraqi Republican Guard were well organized, trained and supplied as well as highly motivated. Therefore the initial phase of the campaign involved an intense aerial bombardment of the Iraqi positions. Over 100,000 sorties were flown, with aircraft launched from carriers in the Persian Gulf and the Red Sea, as well as from Saudi Arabian air bases.

The initial goal of the air assaults was to use sophisticated aircraft to destroy key military installations that could resist further conventional air attacks. The targets included the Iraqi anti-aircraft capability and their air force. It was during this war phase that the F-117 Nighthawk stealth ground-attack aircraft first saw combat. Extremely difficult for Iraqi radar to detect, and therefore to attack, the aircraft proved highly successful is neutralizing anti-aircraft facilities and parked aircraft by employing state-of-the-art laser guided ground attack munitions. The F-117 however was not an effective aerial combat fighter and the Iraqi airforce was therefore presented with a limited opportunity to directly engage the F-117’s. However, ironically, rather than challenge US air superiority, much of the Iraqi air force simply chose to flee to the neighbouring country of Iran. The Iranians promptly seized the aircraft, removing them from the conflict.
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The F-117 Nighthawk, Showing its Unique Radar Neutralizing Geometry

Following the destruction of Iraq’s anti-air capability, the more conventional aircraft, available in greater numbers than the F-117, were employed to attack remaining targets without incurring significant risk to the aircraft or the pilots. Air attacks focused on targeting command, control and communication (C3) installations in an effort to deprive the front line units from leadership and co-ordination. Ship launched Tomahawk cruise missiles also saw large scale introduction during this phase of the attack. Other ground objectives included the disruption of Iraqi supply lines and destruction of their supply depots. In removing the Iraqi’s command structure and their ability to defend themselves from aerial bombardment, it was hoped that Iraqi moral and resistance would collapse. In the face of an allied assault, the goal was that the Iraqi troops would be reduced to a poorly co-ordinated opponent, lacking both the physical and psychological capability to effectively resist attack.
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A Tomahawk Cruise Missile Launched Off of the Deck of a Naval Ship

In support of their allies and the Coalition, Turkey provided assistance by situating 100,000 troops along their border with Iraq. As both members of the Coalition and geographically situated in the Middle Eastern region, the Turks sought to avoid direct conflict with Iraqi troops. However, the positioning of these troops ensured that Iraq had to leave military units stationed in the north of their country, depriving their Kuwaiti forces from reinforcement. This pattern was repeated with the other Arab states that joined the Coalition. They did not wish to directly engage the Iraqi’s, concerned about the potential for a negative response from their own citizens. Therefore most chose to provide their support in terms of providing access to military bases, provisions and medical aid. The US and their European allies approved of this approach, also not wishing to stir up feelings of Arab nationalism in the region.

With the Iraqi anti-aircraft capability and command and control structure largely neutralized, the Coalition was now prepared for the ground offensive phase of the war. A diversionary ground attack was launched on February 15th to convince the Iraqi’s that the main thrust would come from the South. Units from the 2nd Brigade (nicknamed the Black Jack Brigade) of the 1st Cavalry Division, XVIII Airborne Corps, attacked into Iraq in Operation Deep Strike. Engaging entrenched Iraqi positions, the resulting Battle of Wadi Al-Batin saw the Iraqi’s put up an initial strong resistance. While the battle ensued units from XVII Corps swept around the Iraqi’s rear, outflanking their position. Recognizing the precariousness of their position, the Iraqi’s agreed to a ceasefire and were permitted to retreat.

The main offensive was then launched from the West on February 24. The offensive involved simultaneous attacks by the USMC across the Saudi-Kuwait border and by the US Army across the Saudi border directly into Iraq. The general pattern of these attacks is illustrated in the figure below. The 1st and 2nd Marine Divisions attacked directly across the Kuwaiti desert in an attempt to quickly liberate the Kuwaiti capital of Kuwait city. While the US VII Corps and US XVIII Airborne Corps penetrated rapidly and deeply into the desert, making an abrupt swing to the east encircling Kuwait. French and British armored forces covered the left and right flanks of the US Armies advance. The Coalition sought to quickly destroy as much of the Republican Guard as possible and therefore sought to outflank and surround them, blocking their escape route back into the Iraqi interior. Once trapped, the Coalitions intended to use their superior airpower and armour assets to grind down the Republican Guard.
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Map of Operation Desert Storm

The US Army was met with only light resistance from the regular Iraqi army troops they encountered. These tended to put up a nominal effort at defense and then quickly surrendered or retreated once casualties were inflicted. The air-war in advance of the invasion had achieved its objective. The Iraqi regulars were poorly co-ordinated, lacked ammunition, food and water, and were psychologically exhausted and demotivated before the ground invasion began. The Republican Guard however had dug themselves in and were prepared to put up a strong resistance. Unwilling to retreat or surrender, they would make suicidal charges against US positions with their heavy armor. Dedicated, tough and prepared to fight, the Republican Guard units encountered were however inevitably overcome and ultimately overwhelmed by the US Armored Cavalry and Mechanized Infantry through sustained heavy ground and air assaults. As the US Army advanced deeper across Iraq to defeat the remaining Iraqi infantry divisions, French forces engaged and defeated Iraqi infantry units on the American left flank. The UK meanwhile ensured with their heavy armor that the US right flank remained protected from counter attack. While protecting the American flank, the British also sent in a major assault against the Iraqi’s. Encountering entrenched Republican Guard units, the British engaged and successfully defeated them in prolonged, brutal and bitter fighting.

The Marines also encountered light resistance from the Iraqi regulars. With the allies possessing virtually uncontested control of the skies, and with the Iraqi forces cut off from their command structure, their units recognized the futility of their position. As the vice began to close around Kuwait city and as the Iraqi regulars continued to flee or surrender, the situation for the encircled Republican Guard units became more desperate and they began to intensely resist any further advance of the Marines. The Marines responded by supporting their armour thrusts with heavy artillery bombardments to crush the remaining enemy positions. A desperate final assault by the Republican Guard was repulsed and the Iraqi units defending Kuwait city were all but finished. To provide a sense of honor, the Kuwaiti army was permitted to recapture their own capital, meeting minimal resistance. The battle to retake Kuwait City had lasted four days and resulted in minimal casualties to the coalition forces.

In general, the Coalition forces saw limited but intense sporadic fighting with the Republican Guard, while the regular Iraqi army units largely surrendered or abandoned their positions in masse after only a nominal effort at defense. The coalition was surprised by the general lack of resistance on the part of the Iraqi’s, the rapidness of their invasion and the ease of their success. The initial destruction of the Iraqi’s air defense, supply lines and command structure had successfully crippled the morale of the Iraqi soldiers more than the Coalition had anticipated. Additionally the superiority of the coalition armoured units, supported by unrestricted airpower, largely negated the value of the extensive but antiquated Iraqi equipment. The destruction of the Iraq military machine was so effective and complete that Coalition units were able to penetrate deep into Iraq virtually uncontested, with some units coming to within 150 miles of the nation’s capital of Baghdad.

On the 26th of February, only two days after the offensive was launched, Iraqi’s began to flee Kuwait in masse along the main highway. These units were attacked by aircraft and suffered such high casualties that the escape route became known as the Highway of Death. On February 28th President Bush declared a ceasefire. General Schwarzkopf wished to continue to pursue the Republican Guard deeper into Iraq and completely annihilate them. President Bush however recognized that the Coalition had successfully met their mandate and did not wish to increase the scope of the war, potentially jeopardising the success. Saddam was permitted to remain in power, as regime change was beyond the current mission boundaries. Both sides met within the occupied portion of Iraq and agreed to a peace treaty by which Iraq would withdrawal all military forces and accept the pre-war national boundaries. Operation Desert Storm was to last seven weeks. Following the air war, the actual ground assault phase was over in only four days. Never before in history had such a powerful army been defeated and largely destroyed in such a brief period of time and at such a minor cost to the victors.

4.3 Outcome

The Coalition was surprised by the ease of defeating the Iraqi forces, particularly the Republican Guard, who had been considered to be a world class military organization. The very low level of casualties suffered by the Coalition forces was also a great relief to the nations involved, who did not have to justify to their voter’s high losses in a foreign war. Of the 697,000 US troops and 260,000 other Coalition forces involved in the action, 186 were killed as a consequence of enemy actions, with 111 of these being Americans. Friendly fire incidences resulted in 45 deaths, while 145 more died through accidents. Approximately 780 Coalitions forces were listed as wounded in combat, of whom 458 were American.

The total bill for the war was to exceed $60 Billion. Saudi Arabia, in appreciation for the coalition having protected them from Iraq, would cover $36 Billion of this. During the occupation the Iraqis inflicted great harm on the nation of Kuwait and its people. Close to 5000 civilians were killed as a result of the conflict. Additionally, in retribution for their defeat, the Republican guard did heavy damage to the Kuwaiti infrastructure, including setting many of the oil wells on fire or emptying them into the Persian Gulf as they retreated. It would take years to stop the fires and the resulting environmental damage was catastrophic.

The Iraqi’s suffered much higher casualties, with an estimated 20 to 35,000 killed and over 75,000 wounded from an original estimated force of 650,000. The Iraq civilian population also suffered severely, particularly the non-Sunni groups. During the Coalition build-up the US had encouraged the Shi’ites in the Southern part of Iraq and the Kurds in the North to rise up and resist Saddam’s rule. It was hoped that this would undermine Saddam’s authority and war making ability. The Shi’ites and Kurds however only rebelled following commencement of the ground invasion, convinced that the US would invade Iraq and support them. As the ground offensive ended in a cease fire after only four days of battle, the US could not support these uprisings. Saddam immediately used his remaining forces to suppress the rebellions. In response the Coalition established a No-Fly-Zone over the northern and southern sectors of Iraq to offer protection to the Kurds and Shi’ites from attack by any remaining Iraqi airpower. But Saddam had very few aircraft under his command, and regardless did not require these to crush the Kurdish and Shi’ite resistance movements. A great many Kurds and Shi’ites were consequently massacred.

Ultimately, the most significant outcome of the war was it showed that a large professional modern military organization can be quickly and decisively defeated by an opposing army with a technological advantage. And the United States conclusively demonstrated that they possessed the most technologically sophisticated military organization in the world. Following their humiliating encounter in Vietnam, the United States regained their confidence as a military force, and had re-emerged onto the world stage as the policeman of the world following an absence of almost 40 years.

4.4 Key Factors

The key aspect of the war was the ease with which the Coalition defeated the Iraqi military. The response of the UN and the US led Coalition would have been significantly more challenged has Saddam proceeded immediately to conquer Saudi Arabia once he secured Kuwait, which had been well within his means. Saddam would have controlled a major portion of the world’s exportable oil, and the Coalition would have been limited in the locations from which they could accumulate their forces suitable to launch a counter-attack. Fortunately this did not happen. Regardless, the Coalition had expected such an intense response from the Iraq forces, and in particular from the Republican Guard, that they accumulated close to 1 million soldiers to combat the approximate 650,000 Iraqi military personnel.

Despite their relative strength, the Coalition had still expected heavy resistance and a long war with high casualties. Instead, they encountered well-armed units who fled or surrendered following a half-hearted resistance. And while some Republican Guard units showed resilience and initiative, their assaults were easily repelled. This is evidenced by the extraordinary low Coalition casualty rates. No modern nation has previously been soundly defeated at the cost of only 186 combat deaths to their opponent. This is unprecedented in warfare. The Coalition was surprised by the willingness of the Iraqi soldiers to surrender in masse after offering only nominal resistance, and by the general inability of those willing to take the initiative to actually inflict any damage on their forces.

The air war had been effective in degrading the Iraqi military’s command and control capability and in reducing their army’s ability to adequately provision their soldiers. And the overall quality of the Iraqi troops was lower than the Coalition had thought, with the regular army composed mostly of young poorly trained conscripts. But alone these factors could not account for the rapid collapse of their army. Fielded units remained intact and maintained their assigned officers. Heavy equipment, including tanks and artillery, were fully functional and had adequate supplies of ammunition and fuel to sustain a defensive stance. However, the willingness of the average soldier collapsed more readily than had been anticipated, or could even be accounted for. And those willing to engage in battle were far less effectual than would be expected. There were clearly other factors involved.

The first factor was the lack of will the soldiers possessed to fight for a regime that they did not believe in. As was the case with the South Vietnamese soldiers during the Vietnam War, soldiers resist suffering personal hardship and being exposed to the risk of maiming or death to defend a system that offers them little. Men and women will fight for a government, a way of life, or an ideal that they value and wish to preserve. They will fight for a system that they believe protects their interests, their property, their families, their rights. But people will typically not consensually sacrifice their life for an oppressive regime unsympathetic to the quality of their lives and the rights and liberties of themselves and their families. In Vietnam is was the ally of the American’s that suffered from a lack of commitment. During the Gulf War, it would be their enemy.

The second factor was that of the overwhelming advantage offered by significant technological superiority in a conventional war. The coalition partners, principally the Americans and British, had developed key war altering technologies. The American M1 Abrams and the British Challenger 1 main battle tanks (MBT’s) possessed capabilities that essentially neutralized the worth of Iraqi’s older and obsolete armor. These new third generation tanks incorporated sophisticated fire control systems which permit them to fire on targets while on the move with a high degree of precision. As well they were often equipped with night vision equipment, permitting operation under the cover of darkness. The addition of laser range finders, which precisely measure the range to a target, permitted rapid and accurate aiming. Thermal sites could identify targets by the infrared signature, defeating attempts at camouflage. With these technologies the allied tanks could successfully engage Iraqi armor at a distance three times greater than that from which the Iraqi’s could fire with any chance of success. Soldiers and ground vehicles also saw the first use of the Global Positioning System (GPS). With this system they could accurately determine their own location, as well as discern allied units from enemy units, providing critical information that was not always readily apparent in prior wars.

American fighter jets could engage the few remaining Iraqi aircraft with missiles launched beyond the detection range of the Iraq aircrafts radar, depriving them of the ability to respond in kind. AH-64 Apache attack helicopters could rapidly fire a salvo of heat seeking Hellfire missiles, each capable of independently tracking its designated ground target (so called fire-and-forget technology). The newly introduced F-117 Stealth bomber could drop laser guided munitions (so called smart bombs) with high precision onto an enemy unable to detect the attacking aircraft. These revolutionary munitions were capable of locking onto a target that was identified by a laser designator. The munition would follow the laser beam to the target by introducing course corrections while in free fall flight. Tomahawk long-range cruise missiles could be launched hundreds of miles away from their targets. Following launch the missiles would cruise only a few hundred feet above ground level by using their inertial navigation systems to follow a pre-identified course.

Communication and imaging satellites high in orbit offered allied command a level of connectivity and situational awareness unprecedented in warfare. In Vietnam aircraft would fly over an area of interest, record on film the ground below, return to base, the film would be developed, and then commanders could review the film. Copies would be sent across the Pacific Ocean to eventually be viewed in Washington. In the Gulf War by contrast, commanders in theatre could view the situation on the ground in live-time as seen by the satellites simultaneous with their peers at the Pentagon and discuss the situation instantaneously. This permitted for significantly enhanced co-ordination and control compared with any prior conflict. Counter-battery radar systems tracked incoming artillery shells, mortar rounds or missiles and their computers quickly calculated the ballistic trajectories of the incoming threats to evaluate their point of origin. The co-ordinates would then be used to direct counter-battery artillery fire to destroy the associated launch platform. In the case of incoming missiles, the radar systems could also be used to direct the new MIM-104 Patriot surface-to-air missile system to destroy the target while still in flight.
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A Patriot Missile, Launched From its Mobile Platform

The coalition had agreed to maintain limited objectives, including not to seek regime change or permanent conquest of Iraqi soil. They had also agreed to terminate the mission once the objectives that they had established were obtained. These were essentially the liberation of Kuwait and the destruction of Saddam’s war machine. This included his air force, anti-aircraft capability, the Republican Guard and the Scud missile launchers that Iraq possessed. To achieve these objectives the coalition did have to penetrate deep into Iraqi territory. This was particularly necessary to destroy the Scud missiles, with which Saddam threatened the entire Middle Eastern theatre. The SS-1 Scud is a tactical ballistic missile that was sold to Iraq by the Soviet Union. The Scud’s were of particular concern to the Coalition because of their potential to escalate or destabilize the war. Saddam’s forces had fired Scud’s missiles at both Saudi Arabia and Israel in an overt and deliberate effort to provoke a military response. Saddam understood that Israeli’s entry into the war could compel many of the Arab Coalition partners to leave the coalition, or even to ally themselves with him, thereby undermining the Coalition’s legitimacy.

Though the Iraqi Scud missiles, known as the Al Hussien’s, had limited accuracy, the Israeli’s feared that Saddam may insert chemical warheads into them, which could result in massive civilian causalities. Therefore they had fully intended to attack the Iraqi missile sites. The UN however understood the possible consequences of these actions to the Coalition and therefore made great diplomatic efforts to re-assure the Israeli’s that the launchers would be soon destroyed in an effort to appease them. US Special Forces meanwhile scoured the deserts of Iraq in a desperate effort to locate the missile launchers. In addition, Patriot anti-missile batteries were moved along the Israeli border to destroy incoming Scud’s that were launched toward Israel. Through these efforts the UN and US were able to convince the Israeli’s not to enter the conflict, preserving the integrity of the Coalition. In all, Iraq was able to launch 88 scud missiles toward Israel and Saudi Arabia. These caused minimal damage in Israel but did kill a number of American servicemen when one hit a base in Saudi Arabia.
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The SS-1 Scud and Concealed Launching Platform

Identifying the location of the scud missile launchers was a challenge as the Iraqi deserts are an ideal location for concealing them. The deserts are both large and camouflage can be effectively employed. Ground units alone could not reliably identify them without assistance. Locating the launchers involved utilization of a key new technology, introduced only recently. This was the large scale use of satellite imagery to identify militarily significant targets from space. Satellites were capable of discerning ground features using optical and infrared spectrums, as well as radar. They provided a high level of resolution, and linked together with computerized imagery analysis, permitting precise identification of potential targets. Once identified, Special Forces units would be sent to infiltrate Kuwait and Iraq and proceed to the suspected site co-ordinates. On locating the launchers these units would highlight the targets with laser designators, directing smart munitions onto them from bombers high above. Special Forces had been successfully employed in previous wars, but with the introduction of smart munitions and laser designators, these teams of highly trained personnel now possessed an unprecedented capacity to inflict tremendous damage upon an enemy.

The Gulf War conclusively established that modern armies in a conventional conflict cannot compete directly with armies possessing significant technological superiority. In previous conventional wars, technology offered an advantage that could frequently be overcome by commanders and soldiers prepared to make a greater sacrifice in order to counter the advantage. For example a massed infantry charge could overwhelm emplaced machinegun positions during World War I. The willingness to suffer staggering losses provided the North Koreans a means to advance despite intense artillery barrages. No level of personal sacrifice however can counter a stealth bomber dropping laser guided munitions on a target identified from orbit. As with the advent of thermonuclear weapons, the face of warfare would be forever altered by the arrival of the new set of these ultra-sophisticated weapons of war.





Chapter 5

The War in Afghanistan

The modern War in Afghanistan began in 2001 as a reaction to the terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center in New York City on September 11 of the same year. The terrorists were sponsored by the Taliban government of Afghanistan and given sanctuary within their borders. In response to the attacks, U.S. President George W. Bush ordered attacks on Afghanistan with the goal of the destruction of the al-Qaeda terrorist organization. Specifically, they sought to eliminate the leader of al-Qaeda, Osama bin Laden. Bush also sought the removal of the Taliban government and their replacement with a modern pro-Western one. The initial military operation was codenamed Operation Enduring Freedom, and involved units of both the United States and supporting members of NATO. As well the attacks were supported by the Northern Alliance, the group representing those tribes of Afghanistan actively resisting Taliban control through military arms. Thus, the United States became embroiled in a bitter war within the framework of an ongoing Afghanistan Civil War.

5.1 Background

Afghanistan has a long history of turmoil and warfare. This involved both invasions by foreigners, and tribal warfare between the various factions within Afghanistan. The country was relatively politically stable through much of the 20th century and showing progress toward modernization under the direction of King Zahir Shah. The King, who ruled for 40 years between 1933 and 1973, was known for his fairness and efforts to prepare his country for the modern era. He focused on introducing reforms to increase the literacy rate, improve the overall standard of living, and to overhaul the justice system, particularly in regards to the equitable treatment of women. Overthrown in 1973 by a cousin, Daoud Khan, Khan was himself in turn overthrown and then assassinated by strongmen in a 1978 coup. A number of weak governments ensued. One of these was a Communist government with strong Soviet affiliations. When they were in turn overthrown the Soviet army entered Afghanistan in 1979 with the intent of restoring their Communist ally to power as a Soviet puppet government.

The Soviet invasion and consequential war in Afghanistan was to last ten years. The United States, Saudi Arabia, Pakistan and China supported those tribes within Afghanistan who opposed the Soviet occupation. The Soviets tended to control the cities in the north, while the protagonist factions were strongest in the rural areas throughout the south of the country. As well, those who challenged Soviet power were typically intensely Islamic. Together these groups were referred to as the Mujahedeen, or freedom fighters. The CIA worked closely with the Pakistan government to provide these rebels with modern weapons. The weapons moved into the Mujahedeen’s hands by being transported across the common border between Pakistan and the southern edge of Afghanistan. The Mujahedeen were also trained by the CIA in asymmetric insurgent warfare techniques useful for countering the Soviets. With Pakistani and US assistance they built training sites within Afghanistan and established networks for the procurement of sophisticated weaponry. It was during this period that the Taliban, al-Qaeda and Osama Bin Laden all have their origins.

By 1989 the Soviet efforts to control the country had been so undermined by the Mujahedeen that the Soviets chose to leave the country. Leaving their Communist allies to attempt to hold onto power alone, the Soviet back government collapsed in 1992. The country promptly fell into chaos. Islamic warlords waged war upon each other, fighting for control of the devastated cities and countryside. Governments came and went, while warlords maintained independent localized regimes. In 1994 Mulla Mohammed Omar, a Pashtun mujahedeen, founded the Taliban. The group was premised on a very strict interpretation of Islamic law and firm discipline was maintained. Pakistan provided the Taliban with military support and Saudi Arabia provided them with funding. The Taliban quickly evolved into a well-organized fighting force. Within the year they were in control of Kandahar Province. In 1995 they attacked the countries capital of Kabul. By 1996 The Taliban had control of 90% of the country.

The tribes and clans of the 10% of Afghanistan that remained outside Taliban control were at the Northern fridges of the country. This Northern Alliance consisted of Uzbeks and Tajik tribes, together with some Hazera and Pashtun. Historic enemies, these tribes united in defense against their common enemy. Their struggle to resist the Taliban from 1996 through 2001 is known as the Afghanistan Civil War. Receiving some support from Russia, Iran and India, the Northern Alliance were at first successful in driving the Taliban out of Kabul. However the Taliban regrouped and with the support of tens of thousands of Pakistanis who crossed the border to join with them, reconquered the city.

The Taliban imposed fundamentalist rule and Shi’a law on those under their domination. People were fearful, and society regressed. In 1998 the Taliban fought a bitter conflict with the Northern Alliance and committed a range of crimes against civilians to gain greater control of Northern and Western regions. During this time Osama Bin Laden, working for the Taliban, committed atrocities against the civilian population while leading a group called the 055 Brigade. By 2001 the Taliban controlled most of country. In addition to their own adherents, the Taliban also had the support of up to 30,000 Pakistanis and 3000 al Qaeda.

With the support and protection of the Taliban, Bin Laden began to actively engage in terrorist acts against Western targets in an effort to drive their organizations and influence from Islamic nations. In 1998 he planned the bombings of the US Embassies in Kenya and Tanzania. In response US President Bill Clinton ordered missile attacks on their training camps. In 1999 the UN placed sanctions on the Taliban, demanding that they surrender Osama bin Laden as an international terrorist. Up to this time the US had no foreign relations interest in Afghanistan, distancing themselves from the country following the Soviet exodus. But with the bombing of the US Embassies, Osama was a wanted man, and the Taliban’s refusal to hand him over turned the US against them, bringing Afghanistan back within their sights.

In 2000, George W Bush was elected President of the United States. Less than one year later the September 11 attacks on the World Trade Center Twin Towers and the Pentagon would occur. In a terrorist plot orchestrated by Osama Bin Laden and al-Qaeda, four commercial airliners were simultaneously hijacked and used as flying bombs, the fuel providing the energy to damage or destroy targets. Many thousands died including the passengers of the planes and occupants of the targeted buildings. The Twin Towers succumbed to the damage as their jeopardized super-structures collapsed under their own weight, additionally killing those arriving to provide aid. The Pentagon building also received serious damaged. The fourth plane crashed into an open field, probably brought down by resisting passengers who learned of the terrorist’s intentions through their cell phones. Based on the flight path, the probable target was the White House in Washington DC. The wrath of the United States of America was roused on a scale unknown since the attack on Pearl Harbour. And al-Qaeda, the Taliban and Afghanistan would bear the full force of that wrath.

5.2 The War

Following the attack on the World Trade Center buildings and once the link to al-Qaeda was established, the US demanded that the Taliban surrender Osama Bin Laden. They also insisted that the Taliban dismantle the Al-Qaeda organization and their training bases within Afghanistan. The Taliban claimed that they did not know of any plan by Osama to attack the US and sought to engage in negotiations, proposing that a UN investigation be conducted to evaluate the evidence and judge the case. The United States refused to consider these terms and threatened an attack of reprisal. The Grand Council of clerics within Afghanistan countered with threats of Jihad. The Taliban insisted that they were more than prepared for a war with the US and warned that they would impose the same destruction on US forces that they had on Great Britain in the 19th century and on the Soviets in the 1980’s.

Donald Rumsfeld, US Secretary of Defense, petitioned the UN and NATO for a wider war. He declared that al-Qaeda were international terrorists and it was the duty of the world powers to stop them from murdering more people. Soon afterward Osama would in fact confirm via pre-recorded messages that al-Qaeda had indeed conducted the attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon. The world stalled in their stance, some leaders claiming that a war by the US on al-Qaeda and the Taliban was justified, as the UN Charter permitted attacks of self-defence. Others argued that an attack on the nation of Afghanistan would be an unwarranted act of aggression as the UN Charter applied only to an attack by a state and not an organization within a state. President Bush and Secretary Rumsfeld showed little interest in semantics. Without further delay, the United States initiated military action against Afghanistan.

ENDURING FREEDOM

On October 7 the US began military actions against the Taliban and al-Qaeda, codenamed Operation Enduring Freedom. The initial attacks consisted primarily of aerial bombings of suspected al-Qaeda bases and Taliban centers of power. To undermine Taliban authority and their ability to co-ordinate defensive actions, the electrical grid for Kabul was targeted and destroyed. Their national airport was then bombed, restricting movement into and out of the country. The key Taliban stronghold provinces of Kandahar and Jalalabad were bombed. CIA operatives and Special Forces quickly entered the country to co-ordinate further attacks by identifying key targets and directing munitions with laser designators. Working closely with the Northern Alliance, American and British Special Forces were able to secure the key northern city of Herat in November. In mid-December US forces attacked and over-ran the key al-Qaeda base at Tora Bora, consisting of a cavernous network burrowed within the mountainside.

After long consideration, NATO agreed to invoke Article 5 of the Washington Treaty in response to the September 11 attacks against the United States. This was the first time that NATO would invoke this act since its formation. Article 5 states “The Parties agree that an armed attack against one or more of them in Europe or North America shall be considered an attack against them all and consequently they agree that, if such an armed attack occurs, each of them, in exercise of the right of individual or collective self-defence recognised by Article 51 of the Charter of the United Nations, will assist the Party or Parties so attacked by taking forthwith, individually and in concert with the other Parties, such action as it deems necessary, including the use of armed force, to restore and maintain the security of the North Atlantic area.” In this capacity NATO implemented a naval blockage in the Mediterranean to restrict the transport of terrorists and weapons to support them.

Initially directly supported only by Great Britain in their counter-attack, on December 20 the UN Security Council created a military organization to assist the United States in restoring order in Afghanistan, essentially legitimizing the US stance and their military actions there. The organization was known as the International Security Assistance Force, or ISAF. The significant component of the combat forces were provided by the United States, the United Kingdom and Canada, with smaller Dutch and German contingents. The initial goals of the ISAF were threefold. These were to restore order in the Afghan capital of Kabul, to assist in the establishment of a stable democratic national government and to provide support for the formation of an Afghan military force capable of defending the new transitional Afghanistan government. This new government was to be led by President Hamid Karzai. By the end of 2001 ISAF was firmly in control of Kabul and the surrounding areas, and the Taliban and al-Qaeda appeared to be on the retreat throughout the country.

[image: ]

President George W Bush and Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld

The Taliban and al-Qaeda regrouped however in early 2002 and began to re-institute the mujahedeen guerilla tactics that they had successfully employed against the Soviet invaders back in the 1980’s. Initially building up their forces within Paktia province, they used small arms, rocket propelled grenades (RPG’s) and mortars to attack and re-infiltrate the countryside, terrorizing the inhabitants into submission. With the approach of US forces, the Taliban would quickly retreat into the surrounding mountains where they were difficult to detect and attack. To control the situation the US would station American forces, or those of the newly formed Afghanistan National Army (ANA), in areas where the Taliban had a strong presence. These forces would establish a presence through building bases and conducting patrols. In response the Taliban and al-Qaeda would then launch brief but fierce hit and run ambushes on these units, quickly returning to their mountainous retreat once engaged by counter-fire.

In addition to their full-time and committed membership, the insurgents also employed another unique method of recruiting vast numbers of part-time insurgents. Farmers and villagers, unemployed during the dry season, would be paid a fixed amount to plant an IED, fire an RPG, or to discharge an AK-47 magazine toward the allies, typically while concealed behind a boulder. Once the task was performed, these part-time warriors would return to their village to receive their pay, having no real interest in the consequences of their actions. Local tribal chiefs would also be paid to provide a certain number of men to perform a certain mission for a cash payment. Alternatively, people would be forced at gun point or through threats to harm their families to transport munitions, or conceal and feed Taliban soldiers. Therefore identifying who the actual enemy was became an onerous task for the US forces involved. A villager who was sincerely welcoming a soldier into his home one week might be firing rockets at him the next, only to be seeking handouts the following week. Desperate people behave desperately. Through this mixture of ambushes by committed insurgents and sporadic attacks by part-time locals, the prolonged conflict of guerilla attacks and counter-insurgency reprisals known as the Afghanistan war was to begin.

In March of 2002 Operation Anaconda was launched in an attempt to destroy the Taliban forces. 2700 US and ANA forces attacked approximately 1000 Taliban in the Shah-i-Kot Valley of Paktia province at the extreme eastern end of the country. The battle would last for only days as the Taliban were quickly driven from the region through the combined assault of infantry, artillery and aerial bombardment. However, the battle bore the trademark of the battles to follow. Deeming the operation a complete success, the military claimed to have killed 500 of the enemy. Journalists on site however claim to have seen no more than 20 some bodies. This may have been due to the Islamic tradition of removing their dead from the battlefield so that they could provide them a proper burial. Or it might have been due to an exaggerated body count, for which the US army was notorious during the Vietnam War. The truth is probably a bit of both. Regardless, this new form of guerilla warfare would become characterized by its prolonged slow attrition of allied forces at the hand of a relatively small force of enemy soldiers.

Driven back by Anaconda, the surviving Taliban and al-Qaeda sought refuge within the villages of the provinces of Kandahar, Zabul, Helmand and Uruzgan, and across the border in Pakistan. Concealed by villagers of common ethnicity who were either sympathetic to their cause or terrorized and dominated by them, they once again regrouped and reorganized themselves. By mid-2002 the Taliban were penetrating deep into the Afghan countryside to launch hit and run raids on US and ANA troops. Trained in guerrilla and terrorist tactics in small camps to avoid detection, they would attack in squad sized units. Focusing their assaults on isolated military bases, they would launch their attacks at long range with RPG’s and mortar shells. Alternatively, they would attempt to ambush distance units on patrol with rocket and IED’s. Through this approach of limited combat, the Taliban and al-Qaeda were able to keep pressure on the allied forces and demonstrate to the local populations that they were not a defeated force, while simultaneously re-building their own forces through extensive recruitment efforts and re-arming.

THE TALIBAN RE-ORGANIZES

By 2003 the Taliban were once again well-organized under the leadership of Mohammed Omar and prepared to take the initiative. With his newly organized units and their new tactics for conducting guerilla warfare Omar made preparations for a new invasion of the Afghan territories. The Taliban’s total adherents at this time was still limited, consisting of only a few thousand men. The core of the movement however was composed of highly motivated and fanatical disciples trained in extremist Islamic interpretations by the various religious schools throughout the country. By summer the Taliban began to launch platoon sized assaults much as the mujahedeen had conducted in operations against Soviet forces year before. By focusing on ambushing unsupported convoys and attacking remote military bases at long range with mortars and rockets, the insurgents ensured that they had sufficient time to disperse back into the surrounding mountainous terrain when counter-attacking forces arrived.

Initially the international contingents of ISAF had limited their operations to the region surrounding Kabul, with a focus on stabilizing and protecting the capital. It was felt that a strong presence was required in the city to support re-establishment of a pro-Western government. This was being led by Hamid Karzai, who had been selected by the Coalition to lead the transitional Afghanistan government in 2001 and would be elected as the President in 2004. American forces meanwhile focused on assaulting Taliban and al-Qaeda operations in the southern provinces, where the insurgent presence was strongest. The UN led ISAF force however transitioned into a NATO controlled organization with the surge in Taliban activity in 2003 and immediately increased their military footprint appreciably. Consequently a greater number of supporting troops began to arrive to assist the American forces in stabilizing the countryside and in resisting further Taliban infiltration. This NATO led force would eventually encompass troops from 43 NATO and non-NATO nations.

The number of ISAF and American combatants involved in Afghanistan was never large. The US had approximately 27,000 troops located in the theatre of operations, while the troops provided by the major contributing allied nations were typically in the few thousands each. The number of Taliban insurgents was also never outstanding. There would be a few thousand at the beginning of the war, and this increased into the tens of thousands as the war progressed. While al- Qaeda probably never numbered more than a few thousand at any time during the conflict. And though the ANA technically consisted of a few hundred thousand soldiers, with all associated training and equipment costs being absorbed by Uncle Sam, the ANA were by and large dysfunctional and avoided contact with the enemy. The war in Afghanistan would be a prolonged low-intensity conflict, where the actions of a few greatly influenced the entire population of the country.

Throughout 2004 and 2005 the Taliban continued to escalate the scale of their attacks. While Coalition forces continually mounted patrols and counter-attacks, the Taliban presence throughout the countryside, particularly in the southern provinces, continued inexorably to escalate. Together with local villagers paid to provide them support, the Taliban were both deadly and difficult to counter. Coalition units, responding to assist their fellow soldiers at the scene of an ambush, often could not locate the enemy that had performed the attack, having vanished back into the mountainous surroundings or were safely concealed behind the walls of a local village. And when the Taliban could be located and driven away, they would return soon after the allies left to resume control of the area. This was to be a war of exhaustive attrition and long term endurance.

With their continued examples of successful attacks on the Coalition, the Taliban were able to draw an ever increasing number of recruits through 2004 and 2005. And as the number of their adherents swelled in size, so did the frequency and size of their attacks. Their pattern was to build up their manpower and munitions through the winter season and then to launch attacks during the summer season, when farmers, waiting for their crops to mature, were available for hire. Despite the further commitment by the US and British of an additional 3500 soldiers each, by 2006 the situation had grown dire. With the ever expanding attacks by the Taliban and al-Qaeda, further NATO forces were required to relieve the US in holding the southern provinces. The UK, Canada and the Netherland assumed responsibility for control of the Provinces of Helmand, Kandahar, and Oruzgan respectively.

ISAF TAKES THE INITIATIVE

Various large-scale Coalition assaults were organized throughout 2006 in an effort to drive the Taliban from these provinces. These would include the Operations Mountain Thrust, Mountain Fury, Medusa, Falcon Summit and Wyconda Pincer, as well as the Battle of Panjwaii. During each Operation the Coalition would enter in force a local region controlled by the Taliban. In response, rather than resist the incursion, the greatly outnumbered Taliban would simply abandon their positions and re-organize themselves some distance away. At this new location they would then restore their operations of terrorizing the local inhabitants and coercing them into supporting their attacks on allied outposts and convoys. Therefore the large scale assaults had only the effect of displacing the enemy rather than destroying them.

Similar Coalition assaults continued to occur into 2007, with Operations Volcano, Achilles, Lastay Kulang, Silver and Silicon launched against occupying Taliban and al-Qaeda forces. The Taliban membership had now increased to an estimated 10,000 adherents. The continual offensives by ISAF however had begun to wear on them. By late 2007 the Taliban in Kandahar were losing their hold on the region. Coalition casualties had also increased as a result of the frequent offensives, with over 100 American deaths by year end. Though these casualty rates would be considered incredibly low by the standards of previous major conflicts, times had changed. Nations found even light casualty rates proved discouraging to the Homefront support. This was particularly the case if the perception was that the war had become yet another never ending stalemate. Vietnam had exhausted the American public’s patience with prolonged wars that appeared to have no over-arching plan nor end in sight.

Consequently, an intense effort was undertaken to motivate the ANA to assume responsibility for the protection of their own nation, its people, and its government. Battle plans were arranged in which the ANA were to assume the primary role and the US and NATO forces would only provide support. One such assault launched in December 2007 led to the Battle of Musa Qala. Initial results were limited as the ANA soldiers showed little commitment to the fight. Ultimately the attack was successful only through the efforts of the Coalition forces. It appeared that ISAF would have to remain in the region indefinitely merely to hold the Taliban at bay. And this was not an option that the American voters favored. As had been the case in Vietnam, US forces were winning the battles. But their allied soldiers lacked enthusiasm. And the enemy was willing to fight a prolonged guerilla conflict to exhaust the US’s staying power. Again, America had partnered with a cause that would not fight to defend itself. And were up against an enemy who had found a path to winning the war while losing all the battles.

The NATO led ISAF forces recognized the need for an even greater push to drive the Taliban out of existence and close the war of attrition or face an endless campaign. Under leadership of a new President, Barack Obama, American commitment to the war effort remained high. Therefore, with the de-escalation of events in Iraq near the end of 2008 and into 2009 (discussed in the next chapter), the US decided to relocate many of the freed up units to Afghanistan in an effort to stabilize the situation there. Approximately 26,000 additional soldiers were transferred from Iraq to Afghanistan. This would eventually bring their total strength to over 50,000 troops. Additionally, The British contingent also increased the size of their commitment to more than 8000.

The number of individuals joining the Taliban during this new build-up of Coalition forces had however also continued to escalate, providing them an opportunity to resume the initiative. In June of 2008 the Taliban attacked a major prison facility and managed to extricate 1200 of their own imprisoned adherents. July and August saw additional attacks on remote Forward Operating Bases (FOB’s) and allied patrols and convoys. Monthly casualty rates for both the American and British forces regularly exceeded over 100 each as the war of attrition wore on. However, critically, in 2008 the Taliban broke their ties with al-Qaeda, deciding that their methods were too extreme and ran counter to their own plans to rule the nation. Al-Qaeda sought solely to attack Western nations and paid no heed to collateral damage within Muslim countries as a means of attacking Westerners. The Taliban understood the need to both coerce and convince their populace to support them if they were to regain control of the country. This gave an advantage to ISAF, who could now focus attacks upon each organization in isolation.

As the US struggled to stabilize Afghanistan, they also had to deal with a new complicating factor. Under pressure from the Coalition attacks the Taliban had taken to retreating across the border with Pakistan between their ambushes. Concealed within villages among allied tribesmen they were beyond the reach of retribution. In this light the US made the key decision to attack the enemy beyond the borders of Afghanistan. In September US Special forces infiltrated Pakistan by helicopter and attacked residences where they believed high level Taliban and Al-Qaeda commanders were hiding. Suspecting some officials within the Pakistani government and military in assisting the Taliban, Pakistan was not informed of these attacks prior to their occurrence. The government of Pakistan was now placed in a difficult situation. An ally to the US, receiving significant military funding in return, they were also a dominantly Sunni nation. They had to demonstrate to their populace that they were not an American puppet. Therefore in response to the attacks across their border Pakistan cancelled the US use of their road system and access to the Khyber Pass. This critical pass through the mountains between Pakistan and Afghanistan was being used by US forces as a supply route for equipment landed at Pakistani ports and needed to continue the fight in Afghanistan.

Through negotiations and a commitment to provide further funding the US was able to re-secure their supplies lines through Pakistan. Ironically, attacks on these convoys began to occur within Pakistan itself. This suggested Pakistani assistance with the Taliban at some level of the government, tending to confirm the initial American suspicion. The US also gained Pakistani permission to attack high priority targets within their country. With Pakistan hesitant of the presence of American soldiers within their borders, nervous of a possible backlash from their citizens, the US had proposed a novel approach for attacking suspected Taliban and al-Qaeda positions. They would employ the new Unmanned Aerial Vehicles (UAV’s) technology, which was only recently developed. These were ultimately to prove themselves as a true game changer in the war on terrorism.

In response to the realization that the war effort depended on the continued co-operation of an unreliable ally, the US sought supply routes into the landlocked nation of Afghanistan other than through Pakistan. In 2009 General Petraeus secured routes ironically through Russian airspace via airports in Uzbekistan and Azerbaijan, in each case for huge cash payments and on a short-term basis. As supplying by air was far more expensive than by road, the Pakistani lack of resolve to address the disorder within their own country resulted in a significant increase in the cost required to continue to execute the war.
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NEED FOR A NEW STRATEGY

By August of 2009 Stanley McChrystal, the new US Commander in Afghanistan, announced that the Taliban had gained the advantage, having spread into the Northern and Western regions of the country. The US, tired of the monetary expenditure on the war, pondered how many additional troops they would need to deploy and how long they might need to stay in Afghanistan in order to secure the nation. Meanwhile Afghanistan President Hamid Karzai was now asking the US and it NATO allies to leave his country. Rather than appreciating the efforts to stabilize his nation, the Afghan President regarded the foreign presence as acting to antagonize the population and disrupt their slow progress toward stability. In November of 2009 Karzai requested that America negotiate with the Taliban in order to defuse the violence and to plan for their exodus.

By December 2009 the US had determined that the Taliban numbers had continued to increase despite their efforts and now reached over 25,000. They also concluded that the Taliban controlled a sufficient number of villages and access to resources to be able maintain their low level offensive indefinitely. In light of these facts, and under the pressure from Karzai, the US recognized that a new strategy to address the war was required if it was not to be lost entirely. They therefore countered Karzai with an offer to send a further 30,000 troops to Afghanistan. These troops would be used to implement the concept of “The Surge.” This involved a rapid surge of fresh new units to re-vitalize the war effort by concentrating these forces and having them focus on maintaining the offensive. The US had been successful with the notion of a Surge in Iraq against insurgents there (reviewed in the next Chapter), and sought to employ the concept in Afghanistan.

In addition to implementing a Surge, the new strategy also involved employing the counter-insurgency technique of “Winning Hearts and Minds” over the Afghan locals. This was to entail organizing group discussions between the soldiers and the villagers. Through such meetings ISAF would make an effort to re-assure the Afghans that the NATO forces were there to protect them. They would then suggest that the Afghans and ISAF co-operate in the effort to drive the Taliban out of Afghanistan. ISAF and the ANA would perform more patrols to ensure the villagers were safe from the Taliban threats. While the village elders were requested to encourage their people to provide intel to the NATO forces on where the enemy stored their munitions, where they concealed themselves, and where they had planted IED’s. The allies would then use this information to more successfully drive the Taliban from the region, freeing the villagers in the process from the perpetual yoke of Taliban domination.

The goal of this new mode of counter-insurgent warfare was to convince the population that their future lies not with the Taliban but with a free democratic state guaranteed by foreign might. And the path to this future would be shown through the ability of ISAF to inflict devastating attacks on the Taliban while securing the safety of the local villagers. In response to this demonstration of combined power and protection the populace were expected to reject the Taliban. Deprived of the support of the villagers, the Taliban would find themselves with no place to hide. The location of their weapon stashes would be revealed, their food supply would be compromised, and the location of their planted IED’s would be disclosed to ISAF prior to patrols. Encountering strong resistance from the locals while being subjected to intense attacks, the Taliban would be driven from the land. This was of course the theory. Practise is typically otherwise.

In 2010 General David Petraeus introduced 30,000 additional American troops to Afghanistan with a plan to execute a Surge. An emphasis was placed on pursuing the enemy vigorously. However, to “win hearts and minds”, assaults would involve restraining the use of firepower to ensure low collateral damage and civilian casualties. Throughout 2010 and 2011 the US forces focused on surgical incursions to remove key Taliban figures. These were largely successfully, depleting the Taliban command and control structure of many of its senior and experienced leaders. The attacks were orchestrated through a combination of rapid troop insertions, Special Forces raids, Special Forces directed aerial bombardments, and the ever increasing deployment of UAV’s. Overall, much as had been the case in Iraq, the Surge was reported as an overwhelming success by the military. But Washington, journalists, and the American public received the results with doubt and mixed feelings.

This dubious reaction was largely due to the Taliban response to the Surge. 2010 saw the maximum number of Taliban attacks on ISAF forces through the entire war. And while the US military attempted to dismiss these attacks as the desperate actions of a floundering enemy, the spring of 2011 found the Taliban sufficiently empowered to launch a major offensive against the capital of Kandahar province itself. Attempting to take outright control of the city, the ensuing battle of Kandahar involved Taliban attacks focused predominantly on government buildings. They attacked the mayor’s office and governor’s compound, as well as police stations and schools. Coalition units were ultimately able to blunt the intense Taliban assaults and all enemy forces were driven out of the city within two days. The ability of the Taliban to launch such an audacious attack on the provincial capital after almost ten years of effort to eradicate them however proved deeply embarrassing to the Coalition. Similar to what the Tet Offensive had done in Vietnam, the Battle of Kandahar revealed the absolute lack of progress being made in suppressing the enemy. To the contrary, the attack in fact amply demonstrated that the Taliban presence was inexorably continuing to grow.

Critically, on May 2nd of 2011, Osama bin Laden’s command of al-Qaeda was terminated. In a surprise attack code-named Operation Neptune Spear, Navy Seal Special Forces were inserted by helicopter into the compound within Pakistan in which Osama was hiding. Osama was located and shot. President Obama used the event as an opportunity to declare the US role in Afghanistan complete. In mid-2011 he announced that the US would commence the gradual and orderly removal of American forces from the country. Following suit Canada and the UK began troop withdrawals in the same year. Soon afterward Belgium, France and Spain also announced that they would be leaving the country. The troop removals were slated to occur gradually through 2012 to permit the Afghan government time to transition toward full and stable control of their country. The ISAF mission was deemed complete and the Afghan National Army was expected to assume the functions of protecting the national and provincial governments by holding the Taliban at bay.

As 2012 unfolded and as Coalition troops exited the country, the Taliban attacks continued unabated. The year would see approximately 28,000 Taliban attacks throughout the country, on par with their frequency through 2011. The government struggled to maintain itself as a democracy, with multiple parties struggling for dominance. Karzai was able to hold onto his Presidency and signed a Strategic Partnership Agreement with the US in mid-2012. In the wording, America guaranteed their continued support to the Afghanistan government following the cessation of hostilities. The ANA were to assume sole responsibility for resisting the Taliban by mid-2013, while the US would continue to maintain limited forces in Afghanistan to provide training and to act as advisers through 2014. On December 28, 2014, President Obama formally concluded the American combat mission in Afghanistan. More than thirteen years after it began this marked the end of the longest war in American history.

5.3 Outcome

The war was a costly one, with a bill of over 1 million dollars annually per American soldier deployed. In total the war would cost the US almost $7 billion a month, with a total cost expected to exceed $1 trillion. The War in Afghanistan, or rather, the prolonged policing action there, cost the lives of 2,356 American and 1,129 Coalition soldiers, as well as many contractors. At its peak, the US presence in the country approached 150,000 soldiers. 10,000 Afghan National Army soldiers were also killed, along with over 20,000 militants and civilians. The war resulted in over 8 million displaced persons. An estimated 6 million of these have returned to their homeland, while another 2 million continue their lives as refugees.

Afghanistan exists today in a state of marginal stability. The democratic government that was established by the Coalition maintains control over the capital city of Kabul and its 3.5 million inhabitants. They continue to have little influence however beyond the boundaries of that city. Most of the country exists as it had under the rule of the Taliban, under the Soviets, and even back to its rule under Alexander the Great; small independent communities, poor to the point of virtual destitution, backward, simple, non-technological, non-industrial, tribal, recognizing the family and clan as central and all important, and under the rule of tribal elders and local warlords. The Taliban continue to be a potent force within the country, supported by some local populations while continuing to terrorize and coerce others.

Afghan National Security Forces (ANSF) show a low level of commitment to their nation and its government, exhibiting a low willingness to fight. Most members join the organization as a source of stable income. These individuals will quickly abandon their posts and return home once military action is required. Or they will simply return home when their farms require sowing. Their training level is low, and their discipline is even lower. These troops are not beyond co-operating or conspiring with the Taliban, especially for pay. Theft of military equipment by the soldiers is rampant, most of the supplies being sold eventually to the Taliban through the black market. Drug use throughout the military and police forces is high, as is corruption and the abuse of power. To discourage Afghans from joining the national military and police forces the Taliban frequently target police stations and army recruiting stations with suicide bombers.

The election of 2014 saw Karzai lose his position as President of Afghanistan. In September Ashraf Ghani Ahmadzai was elected the new President. His principal contender, Abdullah Abdullah, became the nation’s CEO. This division of power between the two primary rivals was implemented to ensure a smooth transition in government by avoiding continued accusations by each of electoral fraud. The newly created position of CEO was similar to that of a Prime Minister. Many national governments have both a President and a Prime Minister, with the President as the head of state and the prime minister running daily routine functions. This splitting of power between the contenders was brokered and encouraged by US Secretary of State John Kerry. There remain significant concern as to the extent of which Ahmadzai and Abdullah will actually work together to run the country.

5.4 Key Factors

The American War in Afghanistan was to prove unique in many ways. It is the longest war to date in US history, exceeding thirteen years. And yet the war was one not of great battles. Neither was it one of attrition, where the resources of a nation are exhausted through the process of Total War. Rather, the war was one of a slow accumulation of minor combat incidences intended simply to exhaust the resolve of the other. Fought principally by a Coalition consisting of armed forces from the United States, the United Kingdom and Canada, it resulted in relatively low casualty rates as compared to typical wars throughout the 20th century. With the death of under 2400 Americans and 1000 Coalition partners, the protracted conflict could almost be considered a low level policing action rather than a true War. To understand the War in Afghanistan, or more properly, the latest phase of a war in Afghanistan that had been ongoing for many decades, we must first understand who it was that we were fighting.

THE TALIBAN

Afghanistan is a nation forged of many ethnic groups. The dominant among these are the Pashtun, an ancient culture encountered by Alexander the Great during his invasion of the region in 330 BC. Concentrated in Southern Afghanistan they are a conservative people with little wish to modernize in the Western sense of the word. The Taliban have their origins among the Pashtun people, and it is from within this group that they principally recruit their membership. The Taliban seek to maintain the traditional and conservative ways of their heritage, to control all Pashtun people to obey their interpretation of Islam, to dominate the other ethnic groups with Afghanistan, and to expel all Western influence from the region.

As an example, in 2007 alone, the Taliban destroyed 130 schools and forced 300 more to close throughout their country, murdering over 100 teachers and students in the process. They felt that the Western influenced schools poisoned the young boys minds, and they refused to permit the girls to be educated at all. Without education, ignorant people are trapped in an ignorant world. The Taliban regard the entry of American forces into their nation in response to the 9/11 attacks as an insult to their culture. Furthermore, they regard their own expulsion from the government of Afghanistan as a grave challenge to their authority. It is said that the Islamic religion offers its adherents two choices when they feel that they have been wronged. These are forgiveness and revenge. The Qur’an states that forgiveness is the more noble choice. The Taliban prefer revenge.

Under the leadership of Mullah Omar, the Taliban militia groups began to attack the ISAF forces in earnest starting in 2003. The insurgents were less numerous and more lightly armed than the NATO forces that opposed them. Unable to attack the Coalition held cities, the Taliban focused on conducting raids and ambushes on infantry patrols and vehicle convoys in the countryside. The countryside offered the Taliban both concealment and a ready defense in the mountainous terrain, as well as sanctuary and re-provisioning in the numerous small villages scattered throughout the wild landscape. From these isolated strongpoints the Taliban could harass Coalition patrols and hamper the movement of supplies between cities.

Coalition soldiers quickly noted that the Taliban offensive operations coincided with completion of sowing of the annual crops, and declined once harvest time arrived. This was particularly the case in the Pashtun dominated areas. It was therefore recognized that the core Taliban militia group insurgents had accomplices among the local farming population. In time it was determined that many farmers were in fact voluntary part-time Taliban. While others, for a fee, would agree to fire a specified number of rounds from a certain style of weapon toward Coalition forces. The actual damage incurred to the Coalition from these poorly organized attacks by the Taliban and their farmer cohorts was initially limited. And as the war progressed the Coalition forces became more effective in countering the Taliban ambushes and began to inflict high casualties upon them in return.

In desperation, the Taliban responded by becoming more organized, and by devising new weapons and tactics. Their primary new weapon was the the Improvised Explosive Device (IED’s). IED’s are not weapons in any standard military inventory, but rather they are fabricated from any range of explosives and components available to the assailants. The most typical of these were artillery shells set to detonate under or alongside a road. Configured to be triggered to detonate remotely or manually on the approach of unsuspecting ISAF forces, they would strike without warning. IED’s were both difficult to detect and to defend against. Smaller devices could kill or maim dismounted infantry. While larger devices could destroy armored vehicles. The IED had a profound psychological impact on soldiers who survived their attack, and their possible presence in an area would test the resolve of the bravest individual. A weapon of opportunity and terror, soldiers were both unnerved by the IED’s unpredictability and frustrated by their own inability to identify and punish those responsible for planting the devices.

FOOT PATROLS

To enforce their control throughout the countryside, the Coalition conducted both foot and vehicle born patrols. The intent of these patrols was not to directly hunt down the enemy, as were the Search and Destroy missions of the Vietnam War era. Like the Viet Cong, it was understood that the Taliban were both highly elusive as well as intermingled within and indistinguishable from, the populace. And the lesson had been learned in Vietnam that would not be repeated here - that soldiers intimidating villagers to learn the location of the enemy or attacking villages to flush out a few enemy forces acted to defeat the overall process of winning over the local populations that the soldiers were there to protect. Rather, the patrols served as long range reconnaissance missions whereby the soldiers could evaluate the local situation and challenge the authority of the Taliban. By travelling directly through regions where the Taliban had a strong influence, these patrols demonstrated to both the villagers and Taliban insurgents that the Coalition partners were a force to be reckoned with.

Though vehicle patrols were safer and permitted a larger area to be covered in a given time, foot patrols were essential. These patrols provided soldiers an opportunity to directly interact with the local villagers. Sitting to chat with village elders and giving gifts of candy or small toys to the children, the foot patrols encouraged a bond to be built between the villagers and the Coalition soldiers. Sensing the integrity and commitment of the soldiers, the regular presence of the passing foot patrols offered the villagers a choice other than succumbing to and supporting the Taliban. But more critically, the unannounced incursions of the foot patrols disrupted the daily routine of the Taliban and challenged their control. The patrols complicated the insurgents planning activities and shook their confidence. Moving along roads and through towns and villages the soldiers would check individuals they encountered to ensure that they were not carrying weapons, ammo or radios. If they were, then they were assumed to be operating on behalf of the Taliban and apprehended.

The Taliban however recognized the inherent vulnerability of the foot patrols. Their isolated presence so far from supportive firepower presented the Taliban with a unique opportunity. The foot patrols presented readily identifiable and slow moving targets. The troop were heavily provisioned, carrying 60+ pounds of equipment in 115 degree Fahrenheit heat. Each soldier’s supplies would include their armored vest, army boots and helmet, personal weapon and ammunition, communications equipment, food and ample water for the day’s journey, and other equipment depending on their specific role within the mission. A Taliban insurgent by contrast travelled very light, wearing a loose cotton gown and sandals, and carrying only their weapon with some ammunition and a little water. This was their country, and they knew how to live on minimal resources, and to move quickly and quietly without being seen. They were used to the terrain and travelled much more quickly than Coalition troops, even those trained and hardened in mountain warfare.

As a patrol approached a town or village, or travelled through the mountainous terrain, Taliban insurgents, appearing as regular Afghan villagers, would approach the patrols. They would attempt to collect information on the patrols size and strength, fleeing once addressed by the soldiers. Goat herders were also employed to scout passing troops. The soldiers became particularly suspicious of those on motorcycles who approached them on country roads, as this was a common method by which those sympathetic to the Taliban would monitor the infantry patrols. Driving by the patrol slowly they would seek vulnerabilities that could be exploited for attack. Once approached by the soldiers, the motorcyclists would quickly speed away. The Taliban had the advantage of knowing the layout of the towns and of the surrounding terrain, able to strategically place themselves in secure locations in advance of the Coalition patrol.

A common tactic employed by the Taliban was to embed IEDs around a town and then to fire upon the Coalition from within the town while surrounding themselves with the workmen, women and children of the village. Once fired upon, the Coalition troops would carefully advance toward the attackers to engage them. The approach would be performed cautiously, knowing the attack was an ambush meant to draw them toward the IED’s. Coalition soldiers were also under great pressure to avoid inflicting injury to non-combatants or collateral damage to structures as this would undermine the war effort. According to the internationally recognized Rules of Engagement the soldiers were permitted to return fire on combatants in the presence of civilians. However, they typically did not, advancing until they could clearly separate the combatants from the non-combatants, who usually disperse at this time. This was both a moral and a strategic decision. If women or children were injured or killed during a firefight, the Taliban would then use the incident as a propaganda tool, making claims that the Coalition engaged in the unprovoked slaughter of innocent villagers.

Ironically, as the Coalition understand that the Taliban would not be found it they did not wish to be found, the patrols used their vulnerability to their advantage. Deliberately travelling in the open, they left themselves exposed as a means to draw enemy fire. In doing so, the Taliban had to reveal their positions and expose themselves, providing the Coalition forces an opportunity to engage them. A dangerous game of cat and mouse, foot patrols counted on range and natural barriers to minimize the probability of casualties. While the Taliban would dispense rounds and rockets as quickly as they could toward the Coalition before fleeing on the approach of the troops. Brief but intense battles resulted, with each side typically inflicting few casualties. Each side regarded the battles more as an opportunity to exhaust, disrupt and discourage their foe than to decisively defeat them.
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A Foot Patrol through an Afghan Village – The Presence of Nearby Children Always Raised the Risk of Collateral Damage and a Propaganda Win for the Taliban

A wide range of fire support could be called upon by the Coalition soldiers to assist them in destroying or driving off the enemy. This including armored vehicles in the area, mortar fire, artillery, helicopter gunships, aircraft and UAVs. Generally the infantry patrols were well supported by availability of these weapons. Such support could be used with minimal discretion upon Taliban militia units attacking from unpopulated areas. But of course the insurgents typically dispersed when they knew such firepower was about to be delivered. The value of such firepower however was largely of no use when the Taliban attacked from with populated regions, such as towns and villages. The risk of collateral damage and civilian casualties was simply too high. Therefore the Coalition soldiers were frequently forced into the precarious positon of having to show restraint in using firepower available to them that could protect their lives, in an effort to preserve the lives of others. The fact that the population that they were risking their lives to protect often appeared to support the Taliban puts great strains and conflicting emotions on these soldiers.

The Coalition were also able to use the tactics of asymmetric warfare against the Taliban and set up ambushes of their own. To perform these, the Coalition used their knowledge of their enemy’s habits, just as the Taliban used their knowledge of Coalition patterns against them. Islamic people typically returned for their dead following a battle to provide proper burial for them. Their belief is that a Muslim person does not go to heaven without a proper burial. Knowing this gave the Coalition a tactical advantage. Aware that the Taliban would return to a battle scene to reclaim their casualties with the approach of darkness, the Coalition would lie in wait. Patiently observing the battle zone with infrared (IR) or night vision sights while under cover, a pre-planned artillery or aerial bombardment would be unleashed on their command with the observed return of the Taliban.

Another opportunity that the Coalition would take advantage of to subject the enemy to Westernized asymmetric warfare was through the lack of understanding the Taliban possessed of modern technology. The Taliban insurgents used electronic equipment when it was available to them, but often misunderstood how to use it effectively, and were unaware of the risks associated with the devices. The Coalition therefore frequently had the advantage of being able to listen in on Taliban communications over cell phones. They could overhear Taliban discussions regarding which Coalition forces they had seen and of the battle plans they were preparing to attack these forces. Armed with this knowledge, the Coalition could then in turn set their own trap to attack the insurgents as they organized themselves.

In general, in the opening years of the conflict, long-range patrols were only performed infrequently. These patrols were dangerous, as well as mentally and physically exhausting to the troops. When not on patrol, a soldier’s time was spent at their Forward Operating Base (FOB), which still provided them with ample opportunity for combat. As the location of these bases was well known to the Taliban, the bases frequently fell under attack by long range weapons, including rockets, heavy machine guns and mortar fire. The base, often provisioned with artillery and heavy machine gun emplacements, would return directed fire. Concerned with causing civilian casualties this fire would only be targeted at clearly identified enemy positions. The soldier’s day was therefore often busy with finding shelter from incoming threats and returning fire upon insurgents. Even the evening offered no solace. The Taliban used the cover of darkness to plant IED’s on the roads into and out of the base. Therefore soldiers stayed alert, watching the roads with night vision goggles, sniping the teams of Taliban as they attempted to embed the IED’s. Sleeping soldiers would experience an evening punctuated with the occasional sniper round being fired, the sound of an incoming exploding rocket, or the thunder of a responding howitzer.

As the war progress, the frequency of long-range foot patrols increased in an effort to exert greater control over the surrounding countryside. Despite the efforts of the Coalition, the Taliban had continued to grow stronger, their domination of the villagers more complete, and their attacks more bold. During the Surge the soldiers were pushed ever deeper into enemy controlled territory, in ever smaller units, farther from the relative security of the FOB’s. Constantly on patrol, forever under attack, vulnerable, and starting to feel that their efforts were in vain, the stress of battle and of the frequency of the engagements began to excessively exhaust the soldiers, both psychologically and physically. Exposure to the constant threat of snipers, IED’s and rocket attacks wore on the soldiers minds.

During their initial training specialists had prepared the soldiers in advance for the stresses of combat and weeded out those with dispositions not well suited to the duress of front line duty. But even the strongest individuals experience mental exhaustion under the intense stress and pressure of a constant fight. Counselling would be provided in the field, between rotations and following deployments to reduce the effects of the stress induced symptoms – exhaustion, depression, anxiety, panic attacks. Women, extensively deployed in modern armies in roles as pilots, Forward Observation Officers (FOO’s), artillery crews and radar operators, along with a great many others, often would experience greater strains due to the possibility of being taken captive by the Taliban and the tortures that might be imposed on them. To minimize the stress of excessive close encounters with the enemy and the corresponding risk to limb and life, armored patrols were therefore often preferred by the soldiers.

ARMORED PATROLS

In the early stages of the war patrol vehicles were typically lightly armored and lightly armed. American forces used the Humvee, or more properly the High Mobility Multipurpose Wheeled Vehicle (HMMWV). The Humvee is a heavy jeep with exceptional mobility performance, but poor inherent protection against small arms fire or mines. The baseline vehicle was not configured with a main weapon. While those used to conduct patrols with might have an exposed 30 calibre machine gun stationed on the roof. As these vehicles were highly vulnerable to ambush, their protection levels and firepower were continually upgraded throughout the war. Side armor was provided to resist small arms fire and some light shell fragments. And armored turrets with a 50 calibre machine gun were often added to provide heavier firepower and more protection to the gunner’s position. The weight penalty of the added protection and firepower however greatly reduced the range and the cross-country mobility of the vehicle. And even at 7000 pounds, the up-armored Humvees were still unable to provide effective crew protection against significant threats.

In response to the limits of the Humvee and the high casualty rates being incurred by their crews, a new class of more heavily armored vehicle was developed. These were the so called MRAP’s, or Mine Resistant Ambush Protected vehicles, and they ultimately would serve in both the Iraqi and Afghani theatres of war. MRAP’s consisted of a range of heavier armored vehicles constructed by a variety of companies, typically in the 20 to 25,000 pound range. They had sufficient armor to offer protection against heavy machine gun fire, underbelly mines and artillery shell based IED’s. As well, they provided the soldiers with a stable and protected roof mounted weapon station. Though a mine or rocket could disable the vehicle, the crew were typically protected against serious injury and death.

Vehicle patrols were organized into convoys, where groups of MRAP’s would travel together. In the event of an ambush attack, accompanying vehicles would provide suppressive fire while the crew of the disabled vehicle were extracted to the safety of an undamaged vehicle. MRAP vehicles thereby provided US forces the security and confidence they required to effectively perform their patrol missions. Other vehicles were also made available to provide heavier firepower on demand or to fulfill specialized functions. The Buffalo was a heavy 6 wheeled Mine-Protected Clearance Vehicle (MPCV) designed specifically to clear roads of implanted mines and IED’s. While the LAV-25 and the M2 Bradley offered the USMC and US Army, respectively, a well armored vehicle equipped with a 25 mm auto-cannon. This weapon was more than able to address any Taliban attack with decisive returning firepower, firing both armor piercing and high explosive rounds.

While armored vehicles provided the soldiers with effective protection against many weapons used by the Taliban, there remained threats available to them which were challenging to defend against. Of particular concern were the extensive use by the Taliban of Explosively Formed Penetrators (EFP’s) and Improvised Explosive Devices (IED’s). EFP’s consisted of a metal plate embedded in a simple tube full of explosive that assumed the form of a heavy penetrating slug on detonation. IEDs could consist of any type of explosive, but the most common and effective form of IED was an artillery shell. These weapons would be concealed from view near or below ground level. They might be hidden within the trunk of a parked car or behind a rail guard. They could be buried under culverts or alongside the road. The devices would then be detonated as a vehicle passed by, typically by command wire, cell phone activation, or victim actuated.
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An Armored Patrol of the Afghan Countryside

The large fast moving slug of the EFP and the blast and fragments of a detonating shell could penetrate the armor of many patrol vehicles. MRAP vehicles could only protect the crew against the smaller of these threats. While the lower hulls of armored vehicles such as the M2 and LAV-25 offered less protection, having been designed during the cold war to counter Soviet tactics. Therefore armor upgrades were introduced to the vehicles to further enhance crew protection levels offered. As the war progressed the size and frequency of use of these devices continued to increase. The Taliban also became more practised at positioning and concealing them effectively. Therefore throughout the war the armor on all military vehicles had to be continually improved to counter these ever evolving and growing threats.

IED’s were so commonly employed in Afghanistan that a typical Coalition soldier might be subjected to multiple incidences involving their use. Many soldiers experienced a half dozen or more of such attacks during a tour, or experienced an IED attack more than once in the same day. It was not unusual for an IED to be identified by a convoy from a command wire running above ground to the threat. Protocol was for the vehicles to stop, call in a disposal team, and wait for the device to be disarmed before proceeding. But such incidences became so common that when they occurred and no trigger man was seen near the threat, convoys often chose to just drive past the threat and simply report it in.

When a vehicle travelling in a convoy was hit and disabled by an IED or EFP, standard practise was for the convoy to immediately halt and provide assistance. Crews of the unaffected vehicles would man their weapon stations as a precaution against further attack. Accompanying soldiers would dismount and secure the surrounding area. Occupants from the targeted vehicle would be extracted and immediate medical aid provided to any injured personnel. Rapid helicopter evacuation would be called for in the event of serious injury. In the case that the struck vehicle was disabled by the event an engineering crew would come to the site of the attack. They would retrieve the damaged vehicle to both deny access to it by the Taliban and to repair it back to a serviceable condition where feasible. Once the situation had been dealt with, the convoy would continue on. While an IED attack might only produce minor results in terms of crew injury and vehicle damage, each successful attack significantly impacted the timeline for the scheduled activities of the patrol.

Often an IED or EFP attack would occur in isolation, with no further follow-up attacks occurring. While on other occasions the Taliban would use such a device to halt a convoy and then attack it en masse. These battles might run for hours, and could involve between dozens and hundreds of troops on either side. The Taliban would often deliberately select a patrol for ambush they knew was beyond artillery support range. They would then typically attempt to incapacitate the lead vehicle with an IED and follow on a successful attack by firing on the halted convoy using Rocket Propelled Grenades (RPG’s). In response Coalition troops would typically call for an air strike in support. Knowing that air support was often hours away, the Taliban would use the available time to advance on the Coalition forces in an attempt to inflict casualties with their more lightly armed but more numerous troops.

The Coalition forces in return would respond with their heavy vehicle born weapons to keep the Taliban at bay. Soldiers would dismount and use their personal weapons to defend their position. They would then typically attempt to move toward the Taliban positions. Under covering fire from the vehicles they would make an effort to drive off the insurgents. A huge quantity of rockets and rounds would be dispensed by the Taliban in such exchanges, often without being aimed at particular targets. The enemy tended to count of the volume of their delivered firepower to inflict casualties through statistical probability rather than by precision. Each side sought to inflict as many casualties on the other as possible before the battle ended. Actual casualties however from such encounters were typically low, with both forces making effective use of the existing cover provided by the rocky terrain and the vehicles.

AIRPOWER

Airpower was relied upon as fire support by troops on patrol beyond artillery range. Though bombers and fighter jets could deliver heavy bomb loads, Helicopters were far more effective in delivering well directed fire on an enemy at close proximity. Helicopters were used extensively during the War in Afghanistan, as had been the case during the Vietnam War and the Soviet War in Afghanistan during the 1980’s. As well as providing fire support to ground units, helicopters filled an extensive set of mission roles. Of particular importance were those of medical evacuation and lift capability. The Sikorsky built UH-60 Black Hawk was used widely throughout the war for evacuation and as a medium lift utility helicopter to transport both soldiers and material. The Boeing built CH-47 Chinook heavy lift helicopter however provided the backbone of war lift capability. Chinooks were commonly used to rapidly deliver and retrieve large groups of troops to remote and difficult to access locations, known as a chalk drop. Troops transported by such means included Regular Army, Airborne, Rangers, Marines, and Special Forces units. Chinooks also were used to evacuate the wounded, transport artillery pieces and re-supply soldiers in remote forward bases.
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Soldiers Boarding a CH-47 Chinook

Chinooks were typically provided protection while in flight by the Boeing built AH-64 Apache, a sophisticated and heavily armed assault gunship. The Apache would also operate to provide fire support to ambushed Coalition troops, and to hunt the Taliban through rural and urban settings. In the role of Hunter-Killer, Apache’s would hover out of view and at sufficient distance that their engines and rotor blades could not be heard. They would then observe the movement of people around villages, fields and roads using image magnifiers and infrared imaging. In the event that a positive ID was made on the presence of a weapon, such as rockets, rifles or IED’s, the combatants would be engaged. With its range typically exceeding the accurate use of its 30 mm chain gun, the Apache would deploy a AGM-114 Hellfire missile toward the target, having an effective range of approximately 5 miles distance.

At over a $100,000 a missile this was an expensive means to engage an enemy. However, it proved a highly effective means of attack. The undetectable form of devastating death raining down from above sufficiently terrorized the Taliban that they were frequently too frightened to venture into the open with a weapon. As the war progressed this role of airborne hunter-killer was supplanted through the use of Unarmed Aerial Vehicles (UAV’s), commonly referred to as drones. The drones presented a much lower cost option than the Apache’s. While the cost of the missiles was the same, operational costs were drastically reduced due to lower air asset cost, lower pilot costs, and lower vehicle maintenance costs. Drones could remain in flight much longer than the helicopters. And they could also get much closer to the enemy because of their smaller size and quieter engines.
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AH-64 Apache - the 30 mm Chaingun Under the Nose is Evident

OPERATION MEDUSA

While ambushes on foot patrols and vehicle convoys occurred repeatedly on a daily basis, occasional bursts of far more intense and extensive combat would occur. The White School incident was a major occurrence which escalated the awareness of the Coalition to the precariousness of their position. It also shocked them into recognizing the reality that not only was the war far from over, but in many ways was being lost. As a reaction to the death of several US troops in the Pashmul area, a Canadian battle group was deployed to the region. Operation Medusa was organized as a large scale effort to drive out the Taliban presence and remove them as a threat to Coalition forces and Afghan civilians.

During the operation the Canadians provided the advancing ground units. The group consisted of three infantry companies, a recce (recon) platoon, two troops of artillery and two companies of Afghan National Army (ANA) infantry. The recce unit was equipped with LAV-25 Armored Personnel Carriers, which wielded a 25 mm autocannon. The US provided air support and IED protection, and blocked exit routes for any flushed out Taliban. The Operation took place between September 2nd and the 17th of 2006, and is generally known as the second Battle of Panjwaii. The battle occurred during the time of the year when Taliban attacks were heaviest due to the additional recruits they temporarily acquired while locals were between planting and harvesting seasons. There is an old saying in the region: “You can’t buy an Afghan – but you can rent him.”
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LAV-25 APC Operating in Kandahar

Attacks on the initial day met with great success. NATO reported that 200 Taliban were killed, along with 80 captured and another few hundred being observed to have fled from the area. Despite a friendly fire incident, in which an American A-10 Thunderbolt II (commonly referred to as a Warthog) mistakenly strafed an infantry company who had requested air support, the following days were typified by heavy fighting and equally heavy Taliban losses, punctuated with occasional Coalition casualties. During these subsequent days, US air assets on patrol identified a local structure of interest, a building known as the White School. This was known to be a Taliban strongpoint. The White School consisted of a mud building surrounded by thick mud walls, typical of much of the construction in Afghanistan.

Afghanistan’s long history of continuous tribal warfare and of resisting invaders insured that every structure and town layout also served a defensive purpose. By design the walls of the White School were sufficiently thick to stop small arms fire. Heavy machine gun fire, cannon shells or RGP’s were required to puncture through the walls. The Taliban had made holes through the three foot thick walls that they then used as firing ports. They had also surrounded their strongpoint with IED’s and mines to deter attackers. The Taliban had been operating from this location for some time, sending out ten to twenty man cells each night to plant IED’s in the surrounding road system under the cover of darkness.

From this strongpoint the insurgents would also organize and execute ambushes on Coalition convoys that ventured into the area. These men were no amateurs. The tactics of the Taliban and the precision of their attacks had evolved lethally during their many years of constant warfare. They fought and drove off the Soviets in the 1980’s. And now they battled Coalition forces with ever evolving and more sophisticated methods. Their ambushes were typically well organized and thoroughly planned in advance. Where the dedicated Taliban militia provided the attacking force, the seasonally recruited locals provided early warning of approaching troops. They forwarded useful information back to the Taliban, such as the number of soldiers approaching, the types of heavy equipment they carried and their rate of progress. In this manner the Taliban were able to co-ordinate the deadly ambush with an effective escape route for themselves.

Recognizing the significance of the defensive structure in dominating the region and providing the Taliban an as yet unchallenged base of operation, an attack was organized. Alpha Company of the 1st Battalion, Royal Canadian Regiment Battle Group approached the White School on July 8 and almost immediately started taking heavy fire. Artillery support from 20 miles away was called in and Bravo and Charlie Companies advanced under cover of the incoming rounds. The LAV-25’s of these companies also moved forward to provide punching power to penetrate the thick mud walls with fire from their 25 mm Bushmaster auto-cannon. During the attack two of the LAV’s were incapacitated by IED strikes. American airpower was called in to provide additional fire support. Ultimately the Taliban were driven from the White School after many hours of fighting. Heavy Taliban losses were inflicted, but numerous casualties also occurred among the Coalition forces and Afghan civilians in the area.

Operation Medusa was broadcast as a significant tactical victory for the NATO led ISAF forces. Emphasis was placed on the brutal battlefield defeat of the Taliban. It was stressed that the Taliban has suffered many hundreds killed and had been successfully driven from the Pashmul area of Kandahar. However the Taliban if fact continued to retain a strong presence throughout Kandahar province and would return to Pashmul once again with the return of the Coalition to their FOBs. The Taliban had neither been seriously defeated not lost their will to fight. Rather they had chosen to make a strategic withdrawal in the face of superior firepower, preserving their capacity to fight another day. The Coalition were having to come to terms with the lesson so painfully learned in Vietnam; when fighting insurgents, winning every battle did not add up to actually winning the war. So long as the enemy remained on the battlefield and was prepared to fight, the war continued on.

AFGHAN NATIONAL FORCES

As noted above in the Medusa Operation, the re-organized Afghan National Army (ANA) would accompany and assist Coalition forces in attacks on Taliban militiamen. Additional Afghan forces that would co-operate with the Allies included the Afghan National Police (ANP) and Afghan National Security Forces (ANSF). These would accompany American, British and Canadian troops on their patrols to demonstrate to the local populations that the national government and army of Afghanistan were both functional institutions, and that they were co-operating with, and thereby in support of the continued presence of, the Coalition. The public demonstration of co-operation also impressed upon the Afghan populace, and Taliban, that the newly established Afghan institutions of power and order were supported by, and therefore implicitly defended by, the full Coalition military strength.

The ANA, ANP and ANSF unfortunately were a rather motley crew. Recruited from the otherwise unemployed, many were either drug users or thieves struggling to find some permanence to their lives, thugs seeking an opportunity to use their new found authority to rob or blackmail the populace, farmers needing a job between planting and harvest, or even embedded Taliban. Their training was brief, the equipment of low quality, their morale bordering on apathy and their turn-over rate high. Many would stay on as long as the situation remained stable and non-violent, but would quit their posts once conflict intensified or they were requested to participate in missions. Some simply no longer turned up for work when they found other means to support themselves or had to return to their farms. Without dedication to their purpose, these troops remained poorly motivated and unco-ordinated.

The major concern that the Coalition forces had in a shared combat role with these men was that the Afghan security forces were simply not reliable. Typically given the task of providing supporting fire for the Coalition troops or covering their flanks, the ANA and ANSF would frequently fail to engage the enemy, often fleeing the scene entirely when battle commenced. The situation could even become more sinister than simple abandonment of their positions. Taliban informants would offer members of the force money to turn their guns on their Coalition allies. If they did not agree to the bribe, then they might be coerced with physical threats to themselves or members of their families. On numerous occasions, Coalition trained and armed national forces shot at their supposed allies. Such events happened during training, while on patrol, or once the Coalition forces came under fire in an ambush. Some of the attackers were embedded Taliban, while others were their willing, or unwilling, accomplices.

Under Taliban pressure recruited Afghans might also provide the Taliban advance notice of the forthcoming patrol routes. This permitted the Taliban to orchestrate ambushes along these routes by planting IEDs and positioning men in advance with heavy weapon emplacements. By not revealing who had committed the betrayal, these individuals had the continued opportunity to perpetrate this activity repeatedly. There were also efforts made to poison Coalition water sources and food supplies. Such instances of course made the relationship and trust between the Coalition forces and their allied Afghan forces very limited and unstable. The Coalition command was aware however that if they did not hire these individuals, then the Taliban surely would. It was understood that they were neither loyal nor reliable. Hiring them just kept them out of the enemy service.

WINNING HEARTS AND MINDS

The Coalition sought to not only regain control of the country from the Taliban, but also to create an environment within the country suitable for the establishment of long term stability. To achieve this they needed to build confidence of the citizens in their new government. As well they needed to convince the populace of the Coalition’s sincerity and commitment in protecting both them and their new government from the Taliban. Therefore a two pronged strategy was employed. This involved both the “clearing and holding” of villages of Taliban presence, and the “winning of the hearts and minds” of the Afghan populace. In an effort to “win hearts and minds” of the locals, the Afghan concept of the Shura was employed. Shura is the Afghan term for a meeting of representatives from various villages or tribes to discuss their differences, common interests and to find a path by which an understanding to work more closely together could be reached.

The Coalition established Shuras between their members and the elders of many villages, particularly in the Southern regions of the country. By conducting Shuras they sought to build an understanding and strong working relationship with the villagers. At the Shuras the Coalition offered to both defend the villagers from the Taliban and to assist them in building up their homeland, as recipients of the various on-going nation building projects sponsored by the US. They promised to bring prosperity and security through building roads, schools and hospitals, and by installing an electrical grid and fresh water lines. They promised that employment opportunities would follow. In turn it was hoped that the villagers would co-operate with ISAF in driving out the Taliban by pointing out known insurgents, identifying their weapons stores and IED locations, and by directly resisting their incursions, knowing that Coalition troops were there to support them.

Additional benefits could be realized through holding Shuras. Soldiers resented the random IED attacks, which tended to make them feel vulnerable and helpless against an enemy that they could not retaliate against. The soldiers knew that locals would sometimes assist the Taliban in planting these devices, or were certainly indifferent about revealing their known positions to the Coalition. Officers therefore feared that the soldiers might hold civilians accountable and seek to punish locals suspected of conspiring with the enemy. Therefore efforts were made to educate the men that injury to the local population would only worsen the situation by alienating them and driving them closer to the enemy, as had happened in Vietnam. The soldiers were therefore encouraged to interact directly with the locals through the medium of the Shuras as a means to understand them, build friendships and to earn their trust.

During a Shura, officers would listen to Afghans discuss their complaints, fears, needs, and their hopes for the future. The soldiers offered friendship, protection from the Taliban and medical treatment. They promised the Afghans that they would be treated with respect by the soldiers and that the sanctity of their homes would not be violated by unwelcomed intrusions. They promised that Afghans would be paid money as compensation for losses suffered due to Coalition-Taliban fighting. This was meant to demonstrate that Coalition fire that resulted in collateral damage was not a deliberate attack on the Afghan people. A fixed amount of cash was offered for the loss of a goat, or cow, a daughter, a son or a wife. While they feared becoming caught in the cross-fire between Coalition and Taliban fighters, the Afghans always willingly and eagerly took the money. Generally, Afghans valued money more than life. You can always buy a new goat or wife, or have more children. The realities of their harsh existence render them the deepest of pragmatists.
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A Typical Shura between Senior Officers of the US Army and Local Villagers

The “Winning of hearts and minds” strategy and holding of Shuras did actually meet with some limited success in regions where the dominant ethnic group was not Pashtun. These tribes had no associations with the Taliban, were not sympathetic to them and generally regarded them as intruders. They often actively resisted Taliban incursions, and the Taliban presence was seldom strong in these regions. Therefore the villagers enjoyed the gifts offered by the Coalition with little fear of reprisal. Shuras in these regions taught the locals to consider the Coalition as a temporary ally, offering a working relationship that the tribal and warlike Afghans could understand and agree to. They would take the money offered by the Coalition, accept their international aid and building projects, and offer token gestures of friendship in return.

Once the ISAF soldiers had established a sense of trust with the locals through the Shuras, the locals would reveal to the Coalition troops the location of planted IED’s and Taliban hiding sites. In return the villagers would be provided the promised funds, as well as small arms to assist them in resisting the Taliban. However, even this effort frequently backfired. On the return of the ISAF soldiers to a village the locals often requested replacement firearms, saying they lost the rifles that they had been earlier provided. More typically they had in fact sold them on the black market. This meant ultimately that these weapons would most likely end up in the hands of the Taliban. Those Afghans that were co-operative were really just accepting what was offered by the Coalition while offering little in return. Afghans essentially hold a deep distrust and resentment of all foreign intervention and wished only for the foreign soldiers to return home.

THE ENEMY WITHIN

While these limited successes assisted in bonding non-Pashtun ethnic groups to their new government and the foreign troops, they were not sufficient to dispel the Taliban from Afghanistan. To accomplish this, the effort to “win hearts and minds” would also have to be greeted warmly in the Pashtun areas of Southern and Eastern Afghanistan. Unfortunately, these effort would ultimately prove exhaustive and disappointing. Shuras were met with suspicion and fear. Offers to provide international aid and compensation for collateral damage were rejected. Requests to assist in identifying Taliban stashes and hiding places went unheard. The Coalition soldiers struggled to understand why their gestures of friendship went unheeded.

In an effort to assist in communications, Afghan interpreters were employed and assigned to each company. They served both to assist the Coalition when working with the ANA and when conducting Shuras. But in the Pashtun areas the interpreter’s willingness to work with ISAF was resented by many of the locals and they were constantly under threat. Many were murdered, or would have members of their families killed. Later it was determined by Coalition forces that some of the “terps”, as they were called, had actually been working for the Taliban. Some had been planted by them, while other were later recruited, either through bribery or threat. These individuals functioned in effect as double agents. Pretending to represent the Coalition interests, they fed information back to the Taliban on Coalition unit strength, patrol routes and attack plans.

As the soldiers tried to work closely with the villagers, they also came to recognize that many of these were also actively conspiring with the Insurgents. They would find weapon stashes within the Afghans homes, or stockpiles of food and ammunition dispersed throughout the village. They would find evidence of temporary bedding for the insurgents. When questioned, the villagers would claim that the stores were their own, or that the Taliban forced them at gunpoint to shelter and feed them. It slowly donned on the soldiers that the problem in the Pashtun area was beyond merely defending helpless villagers from the enemy. As had been the case in Vietnam, the Coalition came to understand that many of the villagers were the enemy, and that the enemy moved freely among the villagers.

To understand the situation it must be remembered that the Taliban had grown out of this Tribe. Their membership was all from this region. The insurgents each had family and friends among the various villages. And their methods of rule and the direction they sought for their society was much in line with the thinking of many Afghans. This was also a region of mixed and ever-fluctuating allegiances, where an ally today could be an enemy tomorrow. These allegiances often passed along generations. The day-to-day situation and interactions were complex, and the various tribal leaders made decisions on whether to work with or resist against the Taliban based upon their experiences and what they felt was best for their people at that particular point in time. Many Elders chose to co-operate with the Taliban. Some even offered up their sons to join their ranks or to fight alongside them for a fee. Other Elders were killed for openly challenging the insurgents. To avoid this fate, many would decide to co-operate with the Taliban temporarily, biding their time, only to later resist the Taliban incursions when the moment was opportune.

As the war progressed and the Coalition awareness of the situation in the Pashtun areas improved, the soldiers grew more weary and careful when entering “friendly” villages. They noted that the villages were typically devoid of fighting aged men. They understood that this was because all the young men were off fighting somewhere else, for someone else, either by choice or through compulsion. This might be for the ANA, but it was more typically for the Taliban. While searching buildings Coalition forces also noticed that the villages were relatively well provisioned with weapons and ammunition. Elders would claim that these belonged to them, to permit them to defend themselves from Taliban attacks. The questions which of course begged to be answered were who was supplying old men with rifles, rocket launchers and grenades, and how could these old men be expected to use them effectively in their own defense?

Ironically, ISAF soldiers would be frequently fired upon from villages that they had just visited, having been warmly greeted on their entry. On returning to the village, all inside behaved in a friendly manner and denied that anyone had fired on the soldiers. The Afghans have an Honor code called lokhay warkawal. This code states that an Afghan must do no harm to anyone entering their village. They must show them courtesy and provide them with food and shelter. They must do this regardless of the consequences to the community. They were held to this code, whether the visitor be friend or foe, ISAF or Taliban. Ultimately, the code meant that someone who welcomed you into their home, offered you tea and gladly accepted your gifts, might very well fire a rocket toward you after you leave the village.

The British experienced a similar response from the Pashtun as did the Americans and Canadians. The British contingent were principally stationed in Helmand Province. These units were positioned on large bases with artillery, tanks and helicopters at their disposal. Together with their Afghan Security allies they greatly outnumber the actual Taliban insurgents present in Helmand. Like their American and Canadian counterparts the British infantrymen were better provisioned than the insurgents, with personal protective equipment, sophisticated weapons, and virtually unlimited ammo and resources at their disposal. Yet Helmand province saw some of the worst fighting and strongest resistance to the effort of winning over hearts and minds.

Helmand province was occupied predominantly by Pashtun tribal people. In general, these people openly supported and actively assisted the Taliban. The sons of the tribal chiefs the British were engaged in Shuras with were typically the enemy the soldiers were fighting. In many of the Pashtun dominated regions there was essentially a war of resistance occurring that involved the entire population. These tribal people regarded resistance to the ISAF forces as an effort to maintain control of their lands from an invading intruder, a holy war to preserve their way of life. The situation was one of continual low level warfare waged by the young men of the villages who resented the presence of foreigners to the land. These young men recognized that the Coalition soldiers were only temporary intruders, but that the Taliban were a natural part of their world and would remain in their lives long after the foreign soldiers had all returned to their wealthy and secure homelands.

THE SURGE

Despite the intensification of the war by the NATO led ISAF in 2006 and a renewed focus on the Pashtun rural area, in general the Shuras and the effort to “win hearts and minds” failed. The Taliban in fact continued to gain a greater foothold in these regions, with their influence and presence expanding regardless of the Coalition efforts. Therefore an alternative means was sought to bring an end to this seemingly perpetual war. With the winding down of the American presence in Iraq (see next chapter), excess troops who had otherwise been scheduled to return home for a well-deserved rest were re-directed to the Afghan theatre. These troops were used to implement the concept of a Surge, which had been implemented in Iraq and generally considered to have been a success there.

The strategic thinking behind a Surge is to bring in additional troops beyond those that are regarded as required only to secure a region. These additional troops are then used to take the initiative in the form of emplacing them within and throughout the populated areas dominated by the enemy. In this role their function is to both protect the populace from the enemy, and to constantly assume the offensive against the enemy. Through these efforts it was felt that the Taliban would become wary and unbalanced, unable to threaten on intimidate the populace for fear of ISAF reprisal. The goal was the eventual elimination of the Taliban from these areas. This would occur through attrition, with sustained enemy losses incurred as a result of the constant offensives, and through the populace recognizing that they were empowered to stand up and resist the presence and influence of the Taliban.

As mentioned above, the Surge in the Afghanistan War involved the transfer of approximately 30,000 additional American troops into the Pashtun dominated regions in 2010. The Surge involved dispersing these troops throughout the region in both large and small bases. The smaller bases were located deep within the remote mountainous areas adjacent to the various villages. Units were assigned these postings typically for fifteen month rotations. The larger Forward Operating Bases, or FOB’s, would be located on flat terrain along major road routes. These bases would be protected by either concrete walls or HESCO Bastions. These were large high sandbags reinforced with metal wires and bars. Light to transport, they would be filled with locally acquired material. These bags were able to stop RPG’s and small arms, and limited the damage done by mortars. Numerous heavy weapons emplacements would be situated throughout the FOB for its defense. Force could be projected from these bases to support the smaller bases both by the armored vehicles and heavy artillery positioned within them.

The bases were very evident and accessible to the insurgents and they would frequently fill their days with plotting attacks on these substantial and obvious targets. The roads that provided egress from the bases would be heavily mined with IED’s during the dark hours and the night. Throughout the day many of the bases would be subjected to almost constant bombardment by small and heavy arms fire, and rocket and mortar attack. Though these attacks rarely resulted in casualties due to the heavy defenses in place, the harassing fire was a constant distraction. Foot and vehicle patrols would be sent out from the bases, and attacks on these might commence only yards from the main entrance/exit point. Between patrols resting soldiers experienced both the constant threat from the rockets and mortars attacks on the base, and the noise of the responding machine gun and artillery fire. Therefore life on a FOB was both grueling and exhausting for the soldiers involved.
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Filled HESCO Bastions around FOB Perimeter

The large FOB’s were open to Afghan civilians, as part of the “winning of hearts and minds” philosophy. Villagers would visit the bases to sell the soldiers locally grown produce, raised stock or other manufactured items. Afghans would also come to the base seeking medical aid, protection from the Taliban, compensation for collateral damage or to discuss their complaints. This policy of openness was implemented to encourage a sense of trust between the Coalition forces and the populace. Of course, as ISAF understood, many of these individuals would come under false pretenses. As active members of the Taliban, under their employment or coerced by them, many of the Afghans who visited the bases did so seeking information. They sought to identify base vulnerabilities and predictable patterns. They would report back to the Taliban the exact positions of artillery pieces, barracks and ammunition depots. The Taliban would then use this information in an attempt to focus their attacks on these positions.

The much smaller remote FOB’s were in a far more precarious position. More accurately described as outposts, they were typically positioned on mountainous highpoints to prevent plunging fire attacks. The bases were constructed from simple materials available in the area and provided with HESCO bastions for protection. Each outpost was home to an American platoon of forty infantrymen. These small outposts were the cornerstone of the new counterinsurgency doctrine. Each platoon consisted of riflemen, machine gunners, a medic and a forward observer to direct incoming artillery or aerial bombardment when available. Each platoon was commanded by a Lieutenant (LT) and each squad of eight riflemen would be directed by a Sergeant. The LT’s were officers with training in tactics and deployment, but had limited in-field experience (once an LT gained in-field experience they were promoted to Captains and assigned new functions). Therefore they would rely heavily upon the ample combat experience of the sergeants.

Daily patrols were encouraged for the soldiers stationed in the remote FOB’s. These were intended to demonstrate to the populace that the Coalition controlled all the country of Afghanistan, not just the cities and larger towns. These patrols would prove effective in discouraging the Taliban from harassing the villagers, but they also quickly exhausted the soldiers. The soldiers noted that the Taliban were not a disorganized mob but rather proved themselves to be highly motived and well trained, hardened through combat and confident on their home turf. They would launch frequent and well co-ordinated attacks on the Coalition forces both while they were on patrol and when they were in their outpost, attacking predominantly with small arms and rocket fire.

As the soldiers patrolled the villages and mountainous region surrounding their base they would frequently take fire at range. The rough terrain offered the enemy excellent conditions from which to launch ambush attacks, providing concealment and defense while effectively inhibiting pursuit. Mountains in Afghanistan provided an ideal terrain for the execution of guerilla warfare, much as the jungle had offered in Vietnam. Even in cases where troops were within artillery support range, or where air coverage was available, insurgents were difficult to locate and effectively target when on the mountains. Casualties from such encounters were typically low on both sides, but the frequent combat engagements and the ever present danger of ambush proved physically and psychologically exhausting to the soldiers involved.

The Taliban would also occasionally gather together a significant number of their followers and launch large full scale attacks on the small FOB’s. Remote from any immediate support, the Platoon’s were vulnerable to these massed attacks. The Taliban hoped to over-run an American FOB and kill all those within, thereby claiming a significant propaganda victory. This was a similar tactic as used by the Afghans against Soviet troops stationed in their country through the 80’s. The Soviets had similarly deployed their men in small dispersed units on remote bases across the country. Though ultimately none of the American (or for that matter, Soviet) FOB’s were ever overwhelmed, the potential for such was always very real and this placed a great stress and burden on the remotely stationed soldiers.

The Taliban, as committed and extremist militiamen, were willing to die for the cause that they believed it. During these large scale attacks they would slowly approach the FOB, concealing themselves behind the natural camouflage, attempting to penetrate as closely as possible before opening their assault. They were prepared to fight up close and willing to take high losses as the sacrifice required to destroy a forward base and to annihilate all those within. In such encounters an American platoon of 40 soldiers might see itself swarmed by 400 or more insurgents. The typical approach method would consist of the Taliban first taking out the perimeter claymores through their willing deaths while many more would swarm the forward machine guns and take these at the freely offered expense of their lives. The last waves of militiamen would attempt to make it onto the base and when they succeeded, then hand to hand combat would ensue.

One FOB in the Korengal Valley within the Abas Ghar Mountains during the 2007-2008 rotation was reported to have been subjected to particularly constant and intense attacks. The outpost was very isolated and deep within Taliban controlled territory. It was to experience among the highest casualties of the war for a FOB. The 2007 rotation began with the arrival of the replacement platoon selected from the 10th Mountain Division. The Chinook unloaded her chalk while Apache’s provided cover overhead from the ever present threat of Taliban attack. Accommodations at the outpost consisted of little more than tents and plywood buildings, with protection offered to the platoon by a sandbag bunker and wire around the base perimeter. Daily patrols were conducted by the Platoon up and down the surrounding mountains and through the valley. Heavily laden in their gear, walking through the intense heat, the Platoon sought to ensure the enemy and the local populace knew that they were there. They drew almost constant fire, day and night, on patrol and while encamped. As they say, War is Hell.

In general the Surge was a good idea, in theory. However, it was poorly executed and ill prepared, and therefore proved generally ineffective. Because the concept of the Surge had been regarded as successful in Iraq (next chapter), it was thought that it would also be effective in Afghanistan. The issues with this approach were twofold. Firstly, its effectiveness in Iraq was actually quite disputable. Secondly, Afghanistan is not Iraq. Iraq consisted on an urban population with clear ethnic divisions within the city centers. The US was therefore able to play off the various factions against one another to their own advantage. Urban situations are also more easily monitored, and therefore more inherently controllable. Afghanistan consisted of many small and remote villages scattered across a mountainous and hostile terrain. In the areas of concern, all these villages were of the same ethnic background and accustomed to battling those that they regard as intruders through centuries of perpetual conflict.

During the Surge the US tactic in general terms was to send platoon sized units deep into the rural regions with a relatively high Taliban presence. These units would then engage in regular patrols during which they would visit the villagers to prove their commitment to protect them, and seek to constantly harass the Taliban. This approach was in some ways similar to that employed by the Soviets in their 1980’s war with the Afghan’s. In both cases, the weakness of the tactic was that the small units were distributed so remotely that they were highly vulnerable. These relatively small and isolated military units were held by well-motivated soldiers. Bu in general they lacked sufficient experience for the assignment. Small units operating deep within enemy territory relatively unsupported typically need far more training than regular infantrymen. Examples include the Green Beret and Special Forces units.

For the typical soldier in a forward outpost, the routine became one of long periods of boredom punctuated by brief yet intense periods of violence. Soldiers would focus on performing their daily scheduled tasks well, kitting up properly with their equipment, water and ammo before heading out on patrol, and on defending each other and staying alive. The randomness and unpredictability of the attacks wore on the soldiers, often resulting in a deep sense of anxiety even during relative lulls. Living in the diminutive outposts for months on end without even the basics of life, such as running water or hot food, wore on their resolve. Engaged in a war of attrition, where enemy ambushes and firefights were unpredictable and constant, the soldiers inherently understood that death could occur at any time. The constant attacks on their FOB would wear heavily on their will to fight, sense of purpose, resolve and stamina. Despite the low casualty rates, soldiers were frequently overwhelmed with a sense of frustration and futility by the end of their assignment.

AN HONORABLE EXIT

With the planned exit of American troops decided upon in 2011, the Afghan national government suddenly recognized that they still required the presence of foreign troops to protect them and provide for stability in Kabul. They therefore requested the US to leave behind a contingent of soldiers. At first the request seemed reasonable. But then the new government of Afghanistan began to debate on the conditions under which they would permit these forces to remain on their soil to protect them. At first willing to assist in providing American troops to protect the Afghan government, Obama later reconsidered once the terms were applied. His primary point of contention was that the Afghan government did not want to give the American troops immunity from prosecution if they violated Afghan law.

Per the proposed regulations, if an American soldier were to shoot an assailant, the Afghan court reserved the right to assess whether the person killed was, in their opinion, an enemy combatant. In the event that the court decided that they were not an enemy, then the court would be able to prosecute the American soldier under civil law for murder. If found guilty, the soldier would be sent to an Afghan prison. Of course neither the US government nor any member of the US Armed Forces were prepared to accept such conditions. The Afghan courts were rampant with corruption and ill feelings toward the Americans and their integrity could not be trusted. Afghan President Hamid Harzai recognized the condition of his courts and the inability of the ANA to defend the country without US assistance. But he did not wish to tarnish his reputation in the eyes of his people by forgoing on the conditions. He had his historic legacy to consider. Therefore no progress was made until his term in office ran its course.

Following twelve years of Hamid Harzai as President, Afghanistan elected a new leader on April 5, 2014. Nominees for election tended to run along ethnic lines, each representing their own people, with the dominant groups being the Tajik, Pashtun, Uzbek and the Hazara. Fraud accusations were made by all party members against each other while 350,000 security forces were allocated to the polling stations to resist any Taliban attempt to disrupt the electoral process. The new President, Ashraf Ghani, thereafter arranged a temporary agreement for American soldiers to remain in Afghanistan until the ANA could adequately prepare itself to maintain the security of the nation. Serious concerns continued to remain as to whether the ANA could ever maintain control of the country and continue to resist the Taliban presence without US assistance.

In July 2014 it was reported that ANA troops were not properly trained in operating much of their equipment, including the weapon systems on the armored vehicles the Americans had left them. It was also assessed that much of the ANA’s armor and equipment, principally provided by the US, was falling into disrepair. This was determined to be due to a lack of spare parts, as well as a low level of training on performing basic maintenance functions. These factors were themselves a consequence of the high turn-over rate of soldiers and the continual theft of spare parts, which were then sold on the black market. It was also difficult to get spare parts and trained personnel to regions of Afghanistan outside Kabul due to security issues, where Taliban convoy ambushes was still a common plague. Regardless, the US was prepared for their exit and in April of 2015 the last US trainers left the country.





Chapter 6

The Iraq War

The Iraq War, though not America’s longest, in many respects continues on until this day. Consisting of two phases, during the first the US invaded Iraq to remove Saddam Hussein from power and replace his government with one that was a pro-Western democracy. This conquest phase of the war went exceptionally well, with the US forces defeating the Iraqi military with little resistance and few casualties. Saddam fled and his Ba’athist government collapsed. US forces quickly occupied the nation’s capital of Baghdad and exerted control over the surrounding country. As equally unexpected as the easy initial victory was the long-term response from the Iraqi people. Initially welcoming of the US, a grass roots insurgency developed, principally among the displaced members of the military system and the Ba’athist regime. Attempting to control the insurgency and establish a stable democratic government became the second phase of the war, which would last until December 15, 2011. While the insurgency was ultimately suppressed, the emergence of ISIS in neighbouring Syria was a direct result of the Iraq War. ISIS would later spread back into Iraq, sponsor worldwide terrorist activities, and draw America, Europe and even Russia into the Syrian Civil War.

6.1 Background

Following the Persian Gulf War the agreed upon treaty terms required that Saddam cease his major Weapons of Mass Destruction (WMD) development programs and destroy any existing inventories. Specifically, Saddam was known to have maintained large stockpiles of chemical weapons. He used these both of the Iranians during the Iran-Iraq war, and on Kurds within his own country as a means to keep them oppressed. To enforce the terms of the agreement the United Nations had issued UN Security Council Resolution 1441 in 2002, requiring Iraq to accept UN weapon inspectors into their nation. These inspectors were to have unrestricted access to suspected weapons production and storage facilities to confirm that Iraq had actually destroyed all chemical weapons. Hans Blix was to lead the UN inspection team into Iraq. The Iraqis provided the team access to the requested sites, but Hans often felt that they were uncooperative and attempting to hinder his investigation. Though he did not find any WMD’s Hans would not confirm that none existed.

Both the US and the UK continued to have strong suspicions that Saddam maintained his stockpiles of WMD in violation of the treaty and therefore was a continued threat to their Middle Eastern allies. President W Bush was convinced that Saddam would eventually attack US allies in the region, with Israel or Saudi Arabia as the most likely targets. An attack on either would destabilize the area and threaten world order. Therefore Bush decided to attack Saddam as a pre-emptive measure and remove him from power. The US began an immediate large scale build-up of military assets in Saudi Arabia. As the world and Saddam watched the US assembled a massive military force along the Saudi-Iraq border. President Bush also petitioned the UN to pass a resolution authorizing the invasion of Iraq. He also encouraged members of the UN and NATO to join a “Coalition of the Willing” to assist the US in overthrowing Saddam and removing him as a security risk. Iraq continued to insist that they had no WMD and were not a threat to the region, but Bush continued to feel strongly otherwise.

In preparation for a possible upcoming invasion a number of preliminary actions were also taken. Following the Persian Gulf War, no-fly zones had been set up over Northern and Southern Iraq, with Iraqi aircraft forbidden to fly in these areas. This had been implemented to protect the Shi’ite and Kurdish populations that resided within these regions and were actively resisting Saddam’s rule. These zones were patrolled by US and NATO warplanes to ensure compliance. In 2002 US warplanes patrolling the no-fly zone began bombing Iraqi targets. The Kurdish freedom fighters, known as the Peshmerga, were also organized into a Northern Front. And CIA agents were infiltrated into Iraq to make contact with Iraqi unit commanders. Their goal was to convince these commanders through promises of money and leniency to surrender their forces rather than resist the Americans in the event of an invasion. These efforts met with a high level of success and significantly undermined Saddam’s war making machine before the war even began.

Disappointed with the failure of the UN Security Council to pass a resolution authorizing an invasion of Iraq, President Bush decided to proceed with his plans to attack Iraq without UN approval. In February 2003 George W. Bush publicly stated that “free nations will not allow the United Nations to fade into history as an ineffective, irrelevant debating society.” President Bush and Prime Minister Tony Blair of the United Kingdom approved the invasion, stating that this approval stood regardless of whether weapons of mass destruction were identified. Following the Bush Doctrine of pre-emptive attack, on March 20, 2003, without a declaration of war or UN approval, the US began the invasion of Iraq.

6.2 The War

INVASION PERIOD

The invasion and conquest of Iraq was a brief affair, occurring between March 20 and May 1 of 2003. The US led invasion was supported by the UK, Denmark, Australia and Poland, with help also provided by Italy and Spain. The invasion, codenamed Iraqi Freedom, was commanded by US Army General Tommy Franks. Approximately 300,000 troops were involved, with 248,000 provided by the US, 45,000 by the UK and a few thousand additional troops provided by the additional Coalition partners. The invasion was contested by Saddam Hussein’s Ba’athist Party and supporting military of approximately 375,000.

The fighting was rather brief and uneventful, even when compared to the prior Gulf War. The US had accumulated significant armored units for the invasion and was uncontested in battlefield armor. This had not been the case during the Gulf war. Together with air and artillery support, the US M1A1 Abrams Main Battle Tanks, M2 Bradley Fighting Vehicles and LAV-25 Light Armored Vehicles quickly overwhelmed opposing forces. The British experienced similar successes. The regular Iraqi forces initially resisted the incursion, but quickly retreated or surrendered when the superiority of the opposing force became evident. The Iraqi forces, consisting primarily of conscripts, did not particularly support the Ba’athist government and were not willing to die for Hussein. Hussein did have some limited successes and caused temporary delays by employing soldiers out of uniform to attack rear logistic formations, but this situation was quickly addressed and resolved.

With overwhelming ground forces and complete control of the skies, the Coalition invasion progressed rapidly into and through Iraq. Early in the attack key communications and control centers were destroyed using Tomahawk cruise missiles and aerial bombardment to reduce the Iraqi capacity to organize an effective response. American and British Special Forces penetrated deep into the country and neutralized key command infrastructure, further crippling the Iraqi military’s ability to co-ordinate their forces. Heavy armor of the US 3rd Infantry moved north-west toward Baghdad while the 1st Marine Expeditionary Force moved north-east through the countries center. Simultaneously the 1st UK Armoured Division moved to secure the southern section of country.
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M1A1 Abrams in Front of the “Hands of Victory” as they Enter Baghdad

As a strategic move, the Marines quickly secured the Nasiriya and Talil airfields in the South of Iraq. This significantly reduced mission travel time for aircraft by providing US fighters and bombers with forward air bases. The 3rd Infantry Division together with 101st Airborne Division units also made excellent progress initially. Their advance however was slowed by a large sand storm, as well as by Iraqi attacks to their rear on their supply lines. Once having dealt with these situations they continued toward Baghdad and secured the main bridges to the city over the Euphrates River. With the bridges in American hands the armored units were provided access to Baghdad through the western side of the city. Concurrently, Marines arrived at the eastern side of Baghdad and entered the city. The British meanwhile had quickly secured the oil fields in southern Iraq to keep the Iraqi’s from destroying them, as they had done in Kuwait during the Gulf War.

In response to the heavy Coalition attacks the regular Iraqi forces initially tended to react by retreating to re-organize a defense closer to Baghdad. As the precariousness of their position became more apparent however, and eventually recognized as untenable, many began to surrender in mass. The remainder withdrew without further contest toward Baghdad. Hussein’s elite military units, the Fedayeen Saddam and the Republican Guard, were less willing to surrender or retreat. They would often choose to fight to the bitter end or engage in suicidal attacks. Once the brunt of their assaults were exhausted they would retreat back toward Baghdad in an orderly manner. Once in Baghdad many members of the Fedayeen Saddam dispensed with their military uniforms and assumed civilian appearance, continuing to engage in a Guerrilla fight within the city.
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Toppling of Saddam Statue in Firdos Square, Baghdad

Despite the efforts of the Fedayeen Saddam and Republican Guard, Baghdad was overwhelmed in April and fell on the 9th. The Marines soon after took Tikrit, Hussein’s home town. President Hussein had ruled for 24 years. With the Coalition victory his government building and numerous Palaces were seized, and his statues and icons were dismembered. The invasion was declared over on April 15, and on May 1st President Bush announced “Mission Accomplished” on board the aircraft carrier USS Abraham Lincoln. The conquest of Iraq had been accomplished at relatively low human cost, with approximately 9000 Iraqi troops and 7000 civilians killed. The US lost 139 servicemen, while the UK lost 33. Though the Baghdad citizens initially showed appreciation to the occupying Coalition forces for their liberation from Saddam’s autocratic and authoritarian rule, it was evident that much of this gratitude was gratuitous. The uncertainty of the future became evident when these appreciative liberated civilians soon took to ransacking and destroying their own city.

OCCUPATION PERIOD

Following the rapid victory over Hussein’s forces, the period of Iraqi Occupation by American forces and their Coalition partners began. The first action taken was to disband the Ba’athist led government and the Iraqi National Army. The US plan was to introduce a new pro-Western democratic government and establish a new military structure supportive of that government. Understanding that time would be required to integrate a fully functional democratic Iraqi government, the US established a temporary American led organization to operate the country. Led by L Paul Bremer, the Coalition Provisional Authority (PA) was charged with making arrangements that would prepare Iraq for a transition to full independence. Their mandate was to terminate in July 2004, when all necessary arrangements were to be in place.

The Provisional Authority secured themselves in the relatively self-sufficient and defendable region of Baghdad in which much of the prior government has presided. This four square mile area in the Karkh district, known as the International Zone but more frequently referred to as the Green Zone, was surrounded by high concrete walls and guarded by US troops. With access tightly controlled, the highly secured area provided the PA relative immunity from attack. As the first action of business, the PA dismissed the entirety of the existing Ba’athist government, as well as the entire Iraqi Army. This decision was a direct effort to dispense with these obsolete organizations as a means to prepare for their replacement with the new pro-Western establishments that the PA were mandated to create.

The other focus of American efforts was the search for the supposed Weapons of Mass Destruction (WMD). President Bush had justified the invasion to the American people and to the UN on the basis of Hussein possessing WMD’s and having the intent of using them on US allies. Bush’s request within the UN for a “Coalition of the Willing” was based on these prepositions. An extensive search was made, but ultimately no for WMD were ever actually found. It was eventually concluded that Iraq had actually terminated all WMD development in 1991 as a result of the funding and equipment restrictions imposed on Iraq by the heavy post-Persian Gulf War sanctions. It was also determined that Iraq had in fact destroyed their existing chemical weapon stockpiles in concurrence with treaty regulations. This came as a shock to many nations, whose suspicions had been raised by the obstructiveness and evasiveness shown to the UN site inspection team.

A significant effort was also made to capture the former senior leaders of the Ba’athist Regime. These had all gone into hiding with the defeat of Iraqis military forces. The search focused on Saddam Hussein as the principle target, but also included his sons, Uday and Qusay, as well as many other significant members within the government and military leadership. Both of Saddam’s sons were killed along with a grandson when their hideout was located and a major exchange of gunfire ensued between them and assailing units of the 101st Airborne. Eventually, more than 300 high level leaders would be killed or captured. Saddam was himself captured on December 2003 during Operation Red Dawn, involving a focused search of sites he was suspected to be at. Ultimately he would be found in a spider hole (camouflaged one-man hole in the ground) on a farm near his home town of Tikrit.

While the Provisional Authority was being established and the search for WMD and high profile Iraqi leaders was on-going, the situation within Baghdad began to deteriorate. The original exuberance of the Iraqi’s became soured. US Marines reported to their superiors that the citizens had transitioned from holding celebrations to committing widespread looting. Blatant ransacking of personal and government property with a total disregard to the presence of the Marines began to occur. The Marines were instructed not to interfere. There was a concern that such action could further inflame the situation. There were only two Marine Brigades in the city of 5 million. The looting was considered a temporary situation, propelled by both anxiety of the unknown and an expression of new found freedoms. It was felt that the situation would restore itself to normalcy with the introduction of the new Provisional Authority and the sense of order it would bring.

In retrospect, the earlier decision to completely disband both the Ba’athist led government and the Iraqi National Army was proving itself to have been in poor judgement. All government employees and military personnel had been dismissed, effectively dissolving all institutions of control and removing from daily operation all persons experienced with running the country. These actions were to facilitate the rapid collapse of Iraqi society into the chaos and tumult of looting and mob rule. People became aware of the lack of central authority and of the fragility of their personal situation, and panic ensued. No new institutions of power were yet in place to restore the sense of order that had been imposed by those so recently removed. The dismissal of the Iraqi government and military systems regrettably also created a foundation of competent and trained men whom future resistance movements would draw upon for their inspiration and leadership. Those who had lost their positions had been unduly informed that they would not be permitted to play a role in the future of Iraq as planned by the Coalition. They therefore sought advantage by offering their experience and talent to those who were counter to the Coalitions interests.

The looting soon expanded in terms of both scale and purpose. Initially the looting was driven by families focused on acquiring valuables to sell and provisions for their survival in a time of chaos. This included food, fuel, hospital supplies, electronics, cars, furnishings and museum artifacts. Though tending to undermine the integrity of their society, stripping hospitals of their equipment, business of their products and museums of their artifacts, these actions were not directed at undermining the provisional government and the new structures it sought to introduce. The looting however soon developing into a deadlier course, as gangs of young men sought to acquire weapons and ammunition. Ironically, despite the US takeover of the country, the Iraqi military’s weapons and ammo supplies had not been secured. Therefore there was an ample supply of readily available munitions. The gangs raided stockpiles that had been simply abandoned and left unguarded.

Rifles, rocket launchers, mortar tubes and ammunition for each, as well as artillery shells, were removed from their unsecured locations and concealed within apartments or buried deep in the sands of Iraq to conceal their presence from both other looting gangs and Coalition forces. Violence and gunfire soon erupted between the rival gangs of looters as competition for the depleted weapon stores intensified. The looting battles became so intense that movement throughout the city by ordinary citizenry became difficult and unsafe, with many civilians being injured or killed. Despite this escalation, the Coalition forces still did not act to control the looting, the gangs or the violence. The authorities remained convinced that such actions would only further aggravate the situation. Their position remained that the looting would settle down naturally as there became ever less property remaining to loot and as the new US Provisional Government restored control of the country and the confidence of the people.

This perspective was to prove highly optimistic in light of the fact that the looting gangs were largely composed of ex-soldiers and government officials from the disbanded military and administrative organizations of the Ba’athist regime. Embedded within these were the newly emerging Sunni insurgents and Shi’a militias. These groups had very little interest in the new government and the order it proposed. In fact, each sought to take advantage of the power vacuum to undermine the development of a pro-Western system and in turn establish themselves as the new authority across the land. This struggle among many competing groups within Iraq to establish their own dominance was driven as much by survival instinct as it was by the desire for power. It was understood that whoever gained control of Iraq would use that power to eliminate their competition, both political and ethnic. The Shi’ite Muslims, the majority of the Iraqi population, had been oppressed by the Sunni’s during Saddam’s rule. They sought to control the new political order and to strike vengeance upon their past oppressor’s. The Sunni’s knew they had the advantage of experience, and sought to leverage this to maintain their hold on power.

Paul Bremer and President Bush however felt confident that the situation was under control. The Provisional Authority had begun to fill the power vacuum, re-establishing a sense of order throughout Iraq. The US government had promised $20 billion in reconstruction funding. Training of a new pro-Western Iraqi army was initiated. The foundation for a new democratic Iraqi government was being laid. Oil was once again flowing out of the nation on Persia Gulf oil tankers, quenching the worlds never ending thirst for energy. Despite the looting, everything seemed to be going to plan. In time, they was convinced, the looting would cease, order would be restored, the confidence of the people would return, and Iraq would transition smoothly and quickly into a pro-Western independent Democratic nation.

Despite all these successes however US forces began to experience a greater challenge than monitoring looters. They started to come under periodic and seemingly uncoordinated attacks by irregular units. Infrequent at first, the attacks slowly began to escalate. Attacks grew most intense within the Sunni Triangle, a region defined at the corners by the cities of Baghdad, Ramadi and Tikrit, and containing the key city of Fallujah. The attackers appeared to have an ample supply of munitions, and their battle tactics and command structure appeared to grow more sophisticated with each attack. It can been seen in retrospect that it was during the phase of looting by rival gangs that preparations were being made for this next stage of the conflict - The Iraqi resistance to the Occupation. The period that would become known as the Insurgency.

INSURGENCY PERIOD

The insurgency began as resistance to the Occupation, and gradually escalated to a full scale conflict. Religious factions began to form well organized militia units. Sunni militias tended to form and organize around the ousted military leaders from Saddam’s regime. The Shi’ites however tended to form their militias around various religious leaders who had been oppressed under Saddam’s rule. Unlike Sunni Iman who only guide their followers, Shi’ite clerics often serve as leaders and commanders of their adherents. This can be seen with the situation in Iran, where the Mullah’s directly rule the country. The Insurgency was not evenly distributed throughout Iraq. The north of the country was fairly tranquil, controlled by the pro-Western Kurds. The violence tended to be centered in three provinces. These were Baghdad, Al Anbar and Salah Ad Din. The Sunni insurgents operated in Central Iraq, with the cities of Fallujah and Baghdad as their major bases of operation. While the Shi’ite insurgents were strongest in the South, and had strong centers at the city of Basra and within Sadr City, a suburb of Baghdad built in the late 1950’s to house the city’s poorest citizens.

Both the Sunni and Shi’a militiamen began to separately ambush patrolling coalition forces in 2003, with the attacks escalating in frequency and sophistication throughout the next year. The insurgents typically would avoid open combat or direct contact with the significantly better trained, equipped and supported US Marines and other Coalition forces. Rather, asymmetric warfare techniques, such as launching ambushes on patrolling forces, were employed. Preferred means of attack were small arms fire, mortar attack, RPG’s and IEDs. There was no plan in place with regards to how to respond to such attacks, and so the Coalition soldiers simply defended themselves as best they could until their superiors contrived a strategic response. As well as military targets, the insurgents also perpetrated sabotage against civilian infrastructure including oil lines, water mains and electrical installations. Unfortunately there was also no plan in place to protect the nation’s infrastructure as this possibility had never been a consideration.

Disputes began to arise within the US administration with regards to the severity and significance of these attacks and disruptions. Debates occurred in regards to the cause of the apparent breakdown of Iraqi society and the best path forward that the US should take in the country, both militarily and administratively. General Jack Keane, the acting four star General Chief of Staff who had originally strongly advised against the invasion, now stated that the US was not adequately prepared, either in terms of planning or troop presence, to secure the country and protect the population there. While Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld conversely denied that an insurgency was occurring at all and insisted that the situation was completely under control. The truth was that no plan had been put in place, or even considered, to deal with the possibility of an insurgency. It had been assumed that the Iraqi population would simply appreciate the freedom from tyranny that the American overthrow of Saddam provided, and docilely follow the instructions of the new administration.

[image: ]

Captured Iraqi Insurgents and Their Weapons

Fortunate for the Coalition the Sunni and Shi’a militias never combined their efforts, and in fact attacked each other as often as they attacked the Coalition. This gave the Coalition some time to evaluate a synchronized response to the attacks. Even within each religion there were many separate and distinct militias, organized around different leaders and goals. While these might occasionally co-operate with each other, they were just as often involved in openly competing with each other. Each sought to establish themselves as the legitimate future leadership of Iraq. Therefore the potential effectiveness of the insurgent attacks was reduced by the divided nature of the militias. However, the ever growing number of insurgents did result in an equally increasing frequency in attacks. The Insurgency would grow to involve approximately 70,000 Sunni Insurgents and 60,000 Shi’a Militiamen. By the end of 2003 insurgent attacks would average 30 a day on a lull, and up to 70 a day on a peak. This would only escalate with the coming years.

In 2004 insurgent attacks continued to increase. To counter this growing threat, Coalition forces were properly organized to defend themselves against the attacks and to begin operations directly assaulting suspected insurgent strongholds. As well a large allied Iraqi force was established to assist in quelling the escalating violence. Approximately 175,000 Coalition forces would eventually be stationed in Iraq, while over 700,000 US provisioned and paid Iraqi Security Forces and more than 200,000 Iraqi police would be recruited. The two principle groups that America and their new Iraqi allies had to counter in 2004, and into 2005, were the Sunni Insurgents around Fallujah, and the Shi’a Mahdi Army. Based in Sadr City, and founded and led by the cleric Muqtada al-Sadr, the Mahdi Army grew to a membership of over 10,000 insurgents, and spread across a number of cities in Southern Iraq.

In April of 2004 al-Sadr ordered a widespread attack on Coalition forces and Iraqi Security forces across a number of cities, including Najaf, Kufa, Kut, Nasiriyah, Amarah, Basra and Sadr City. Finding it difficult to challenge the American forces directly the insurgents focused their attacks on the smaller Coalition partners and the new Iraqi Security Forces. These efforts were meant to discourage their presence and recruitment. Initial successes in gaining control of some of the smaller cities were achieved after repelling Spanish and Ukrainian Coalition troops. However, U.S. forces quickly drove most of the Mahdi Army insurgents from these cities by early May. These conflicts were on a relatively small scale, involving between a few hundred to less than a thousand insurgents in each city. Individual battles would often result in only a handful of fatalities for the insurgents. Coalition forces would be somewhat more numerous but heavily supported by artillery and airpower to give them a decisive advantage. Their casualty rates were also typically much lower than those of the insurgents.

Following their defeat by June with a total loss of 1500 to 2000 militiamen, the Madri Army retreated back to Sadr City. This region would remain a challenge for the US military to effectively control. Consisting of high concrete buildings and a general population hostile to the West, the insurgents were surrounded by allies and structures which offered them excellent defensive positions and ambush launch points. Therefore Sadr City was put essentially under a Siege. Though the siege was successful at reducing the attacks emanating from the area, Sadr City would continue to be the center of intense bursts of violence throughout the remaining years of the war. Al-Sadr would himself officially disband the Mahdi Army to form a political party with the intention of entering the scheduled 2005 elections. He was guaranteed immunity from arrest by the recently created Iraqi Interim Government during the election on the condition that he fully disband the organization. Such was the nature of war, and politics, in Iraq.

The year 2004 also saw the First and Second Battles of Fallujah. Attention was drawn to the region in March when a vehicle occupied by Blackwater security forces was ambushed and all four contractors were killed. Not in itself an extraordinary event in a war, the event gained notoriety when the contractor’s bodies were burned and butchered, dragged behind trucks and hung from a bridge. All of this had been videotaped and was then shown to the world through the internet. The American people were infuriated and in response the US military launched a full scale invasion of the city in April. The First Battle of Fallujah involved 2000 troops of the 1st Marine Expeditionary Force. The city was encircled and attacked with M1A1 Main Battle Tanks (MBTs). AC-130 gunships were brought in to fire at the insurgents with both fixed cannon and 105 mm artillery fire. Snipers were successfully used by the marines to target the militiamen. The insurgents hung on to their positions tenaciously and extreme force was required to dislodge them. Though the Marines eventually gained control over major sections of the city, the resulting civilian casualties were deemed too high. Within a week of the commencement of the battle a ceasefire was called.
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US Soldiers during Battle of Fallujah

A second invasion was to occur in November of the same year. This Second Battle of Fallujah was the final attempt by the USMC to take and hold the city, and clear it of the major insurgents groups within it. These consisted of an estimated 5000 militiamen, mostly comprised of foreigners who had entered the country to resist the US presence. A combined Coalition force of 13,000 entered the city. The Marines were supported by contingents from the US Army and Navy and British and Iraqi units. They found the city to be heavily booby trapped, with IEDs planted along streets and within buildings. The insurgents had placed snipers in towers and heavily defended many of their key structures. Supported by artillery and airpower the MBT’s of the Marines penetrated deep into the city. The battle was to last until December 23, with the Marines ultimately successful in taking full control of the city. The battle was to see some of the most intense fighting of the war. The scale and ferocity of the fighting was reported to be comparable to that for Hue City in 1968 during the Vietnam Conflict. The Americans would lose 97 soldiers, with more than another 500 wounded. An estimated 1400 insurgents were killed and another 1500 captured with an unknown number wounded. The city itself would be largely destroyed during the battle.

While these battles in Fallujah and against the Madri Army quelled some pockets of resistance, the overall effect to the war was negligible and the resistance continued unabated. In April 2005 the Battle of Abu Ghraib occurred, in which the Abu Ghraib prison complex was attacked by insurgents in an attempt to free prisoners. Mortar and rockets covered over 100 insurgents who attacked with rifles, grenades and two vehicle borne IED’s. Despite their successfully being driven back the episode was deeply embarrassing to the United States, demonstrating to the world that the US did not have the situation under control yet in Iraq. Where 2004 had seen 26,000 insurgent attacks, over 34,000 attacks were to occur in 2005. Despite the continued escalation of insurgent attacks, plans to transition control of the country to an Iraqi government proceeded to plan. The Coalition Provisional Authority was replaced by the Iraq Interim Government in June of 2004, and this was in turn replaced by the Iraqi Transitional government in May, 2005.

As the transition in political power was occurring within Iraq, a major transition was also occurring in US military strategy. Rumsfeld initially had wanted to withdrawal all but 30,000 soldiers of the original occupying force of 110,000 by September of 2003. This plan however did not turn out to be realistic and the need for an extended US military presence in the country was recognized. General Tommy Franks handed over command of the Iraqi operation soon after defeating Saddam to Ricardo Sanchez, who then focused on defeating the insurgents. As this proved unsuccessful and casualties mounted, Rumsfeld lost confidence in Sanchez and had him replaced with General George Casey Jr, who inherited the chaos of Iraq in mid-2004. It is said that the American people with accept casualties in a winning war, but not in a losing war. Therefore Casey focussed on minimizing US casualties, decreasing violence across the country and handing combat operations over to the new Iraqi forces as a means to ultimately extricate the US from the war.

Casey’s strategy involved attempting to diffuse the situation by removing the US military units to large bases far from the cities. This was at the time described as “a retreat in place.” And the approach made the US presence in Iraq largely irrelevant. His key efforts were directed at making the new Iraqi government and Iraqi military responsible for the security of their own country. Therefore the Iraqi army was encouraged to transition to the role of suppressing the insurgents, while the US would conduct occasional patrols and raids to support them, or deal with large scale resistance. The outcome of this policy was that the Americans ceased their role in establishing security through the country, while the Iraqi military proved itself to be a dud. Without military forces challenging them, the various factions of insurgents found themselves free to pursue any course of action they chose. Ultimately, they would chose to attack each other and the civilian population that supported them. This began the period of Sectarian Violence.

SECTARIAN VIOLENCE PERIOD

Under Saddam the Sunni’s had been the politically empowered sect of Islam, but they comprised only 20% of the nation’s population. The Shi’a were the most numerous with 60% of the population, the other 20% consisting of Kurds. With the elected government proposed by the United States, the Sunni understood that the base of power was about to shift. Deeply reluctant to see this occur, knowing that they were destined to suffer at the hands of a predominantly Shi’a government, the Sunni sought to undermine the transition of power to their historic Arab enemies. In October of 2005 the Iraqi constitution was ratified, completing the transfer of control of the nation to a legitimate Iraqi government. General elections for the new government were held in December 2005 and the new Iraq government assumed office in May 2006. Saddam Hussein was tried and hanged on December 30, 2006 for crimes against humanity, bringing to a final close the period of Sunni domination within Iraq.

In hopes of undermining the legitimacy of the December 2005 General Elections, the Sunni’s largely boycotted them. The result was that they had virtually no role to play in the new government. Feeling that they were now cornered by a Shi’ite controlled government without Sunni representation, and understanding that the National Army would likewise become Shi’a dominated, the Sunni Insurgents decided that their best course of action to preserve Sunni power in Iraq was to radically change their tactics. With the Americans having relocated the majority of their units to remote bases and recognizing the new Iraqi Army as largely dysfunctional, the Sunnis were no longer distracted by the Coalition forces. They were now free to focus exclusively on their Shi’ite opponents. They therefore began a campaign of attack on both the Shi’a militias and the Shi’a populace. The goal of the Sunni insurgents was to drive the Shi’a from the regions where they comprised the local majority population.

The transition to Sectarian violence began with the Sunni insurgents attacking Shi’a civilian’s at large events such as Markets, Festivals and Mosques. Occurring predominantly during daylight hours, a common tactic was to detonate car bombs near these large Shi’a public gatherings. One particular incident that elicited extreme anger by the Shi’ites was a Sunni attack on Al-Askari Mosque in Samarra in February 2006. This attack was most probably executed by Al-Qaeda. At this time, Al-Qaeda had expanded into Iraq, and assumed the name Al-Qaeda in Iraq (AQI). Composed largely of foreign fighters imported into Iraq, these individuals did not seek preservation of Sunni power, the sect to which they belonged. Rather, AQI came with their own agenda. This was to create and lead an extremist Sunni Islamic state, forged from the corpse of the decaying Middle Eastern nations. Though considered by Sunni’s as providing them an advantage at the time, these foreigners would grow to become an overwhelming problem within Iraq.

In response the Shi’a militias retaliated, seeking revenge for perceived wrongs. Once begun, the cycle only intensified and the violence escalated. Each sect sought to develop ever more sophisticated methods to drive the other from their areas of control. Thus were the origins of the period of Sectarian Violence within the Iraq war often referred to as the Iraqi Civil War, where military combat descending into the horrors of ethnic cleansing. Though initiated by the Sunni’s, they would in turn ultimately bear the brunt of the atrocities and resulting civilian losses. By late 2006 more than 80 percent of Baghdad was divided between control of the two insurgent forces. The Sunni’s insurgents sought to terrorize the Shi’a inhabitants of the areas of the city they controlled with bombings, in an attempt to pressure them to leave. But the Shi’a insurgents used even more aggressive methods to extermination and drive away Sunni’s from their controlled regions.
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Car Bomb Explosion in Baghdad

In the early stages of Shi’ite attacks on the Sunni population, militiamen associated with the numerous Shi’a factions began by kidnapping and murdering Ba’athist’s responsible for the death of Shi’ites during Saddam’s rule. This quickly escalated to include killing of the newly emerging Sunni leadership in an effort to undermine Sunni strength and organizational levels. Then bands of militia began to enter the homes of Sunni’s living within Shi’a dominated neighbourhoods. These death squads would predominantly be dispatched during the night. Their methodology to discourage Sunni’s from remaining in the areas they controlled was simply to murder all those they encountered. Many more would flee for their lives, left homeless on the streets of Baghdad. In this manner whole Sunni neighbourhoods throughout Baghdad were abandoned by the residents. Shi’a then moved into the empty Sunni neighbourhoods. Road blocks were established as well at the intersections of Shi’a controlled areas of the city. If the occupants of passing vehicles could not prove that they were Shi’a, they would be escorted from their vehicles and executed in alleyways.

As the new Shi’a dominated government became more deeply empowered and established, the situation worsened ever more drastically for the Sunni’s. The Police, the Ministry of the Interior and the newly created national army were filled with Shi’ites and became little more than government organized and sanctioned death squads. Baghdad saw the worst of the violence against the Sunnis by the Shi’a as other regions tended to be predominantly one or the other, while Baghdad had large populations of each interspersed. Through 2006 often 50 to 70 Sunni bodies a day would be identified, murdered by Shi’a authorities and militiamen. In addition to murdering Sunni political leaders and citizens, Shi’a militiamen also took to kidnapping and murdering Sunni religious leaders, the Iman. Their bodies, covered with ample evidence of the tortures inflicted upon the Iman before they were ultimately killed, would be dumped at the entrances to Mosques or returned to their families in an effort to terrorize the populace.

Outnumbered by the Shi’a and unable to form large death squads of their own, in response the Sunni increased the frequency of their attacks on Shi’ite mosques, celebrations, weddings and markets using remotely triggered bombs. They also began to kidnap and murder Shi’a Mullah’s in retribution for their murdered Iman’s. The presence and influence of AQI continued to grow in Iraq. Sunni’s were desperate for any type of protection and revenge, and originally welcomed the extremist Foreign Sunni’s, only to regret that decision later. On November 23, 2006, AQI delivered a sequence of deadly attacks on Sadr City using car bombs and by dropping mortar rounds into the neighbourhood. When the attacks were over 500 Shi’a civilians were either dead or seriously wounded. The US government and military recognized that the Sectarian violence was getting out of hand and was threatening to collapse the country into anarchy and chaos. They also accepted that the Shi’ite dominated military had no intention of controlling the situation and therefore this responsibility would fall back into their own hands.

However, by this time the average American soldier in Iraq had become disillusioned, discouraged and demotivated. Their commanders felt that they had no clear instructions on how to conduct the war and no goals to pursue as part of a winning strategy. This loss of focus and morale manifested itself in behaviours not acceptable for a professional soldier. In one particularly severe and well documented incident, a roadside bomb took the lives of two US Marines on November 19, 2005. In response the other Marines in the convoy went in pursuit of the assailants. Searching the homes near the site of the attack they killed all the occupants that they found within. Later claiming that they felt threatened and were acting in defense, the press questioned how the three families of twenty-four women and children could have been threatening to the heavily armed Marines. Called the Haditha incident, all involved in this massacre would eventually be acquainted. Confronted by such growing unethical behaviours by the American soldiers the US military recognized that they were not just losing the war against the enemy. They had lost the respect and trust of the Iraqi citizens whom they claimed to be there to protect. It was recognized that a drastic change was required, or America was going to lose this war.

THE SURGE

Recognizing that the situation had become dire, rapid change was needed within the US military structure. In November of 2006 Donald Rumsfeld resigns from his position of Secretary of Defense, accepting responsibility for the failure to secure Iraq. President George W. Bush accepts his resignation and replaces the key post with Robert Gates. Another significant transition was that of General George Casey with General David H. Petraeus in February of 2007. To this point of the war General Petraeus had been stationed back on America soil with the mandate of determining an effective counterinsurgency strategy for the US to employ in Iraq. Now it was his opportunity to prove that he understood the situation, and that he knew how to address it successfully. Petraeus recognized that the number of US soldiers currently in Iraq was only just able to hold the situation in check. His key strategy therefore called for an additional set of troops to be sent over that would be used exclusively to focus on a new strategy to win the war.

This strategy was both novel and risky. The intent was to be prepared and willing to fight a long war, as were the insurgents. The method employed was to fight the war on their terms, with an emphasis placed on controlling the civilian populations. This was to be achieved by earning their trust and by demonstrating the US commitment to protecting their lives and property. These additional Surge troops would not expend their efforts solely on defeating the enemy. They would also engage in protecting the civilians. The goal was to “win the hearts and minds” of the populace, and thereby deprive the insurgents of the local support on which their existence depended. With the citizens offering their support and co-operation to the American forces dedicated to protecting them, the insurgents would no longer be able to terrorize the civilians. Deprived of their welcome and sanctuary, the strategy held that the insurgents would in turn be easily driven from the cities. This strategic approach would come to be referred to as “The Surge.”

To support Petraeus, President Bush authorized the transfer of 20,000 additional troops to Iraq. The goal of the Surge as defined by President Bush was not to decisively win the war. He recognized by this time that this opportunity had come and gone. Rather, much as had been the case in Vietnam, the goal of this final campaign was to reduce violence in the area of conflict sufficiently that the US could leave the theatre of war with honor. Able to state that they had not lost the war, the US would be able to exit the country with the claim that they left it a better place than it had been when they had arrived. The US sought to be able to assert, as they had with Vietnam and would with Afghanistan, that they had left in place in Iraq an effective government and military organization. This is turn would lead to the position that therefore any future misfortunes that befell the nation were not of their failure or making.

The surge involved both the arrival of new troops and the wide scale transfer of the American forces already stationed in Iraq away from their large remote bases back into the cities. A large number of small outposts were to be spread throughout the suburbs and core of each city to press the American presence deep into the heartland of the civilian population and of the insurgent’s home surf. Where units under Casey would on occasion quickly drive through a neighbourhood, the new strategy expected troops to conduct frequent daily patrols on foot through their region of responsibility. Petraeus held that a one hour patrol left a neighborhood under insurgent control for the other 23 hours of the day. Therefore unpredictable and constant surveillance was required to convince the populace that the American soldiers were there to protect them, and to demonstrate to the insurgents that they had nowhere to hide.

The first of the five Surge Brigades that would be transferred to Iraq arrived in January of 2007. This was the 2nd Brigade of the 82nd Airborne Division. They were deployed in and around eastern Baghdad, split into nineteen outposts well within the city limits. In March of 2007 the second Surge brigade arrived, the 4th Brigade of the 1st Infantry Division (known as the Big Red One). These soldiers were deployed throughout western Baghdad. They found that the Sunni neighbourhoods they were responsible for to have already been thoroughly ethnically cleansed, with streets littered with decomposing bodies, many showing signs of execution. Most houses were vacant, with occupants of the occasional occupied house throwing stones at the American soldiers from their windows as they passed by in the street. When the US forces first arrived in Baghdad, they were treated as liberators. The perception of these forces by the Iraqi’s had fallen greatly by 2007.

The Surge effectively began with the US military launching a major operation in early 2007 in an attempt to regain control of Baghdad and stop the widespread slaughter of civilians by the insurgents. The American soldiers met with significant resistance. There was an initial sharp increase in violence as the soldiers penetrated the well defended havens of the insurgents. One consequence of this was that the Surge caused the insurgents attacks to be focused on the US troops rather than against civilian targets. Petraeus had predicted the escalation of violence against the US forces and deemed it as necessary to flush out the embedded insurgents and to defuse the attacks against the civilians.

Cleaning the neighbourhoods of the thoroughly embedded insurgents required house to house fighting. IED’s were extensively utilized as booby-traps by the insurgents to make progress very slow for the Surge forces. They would fire upon the American soldiers with small arms, grenades and RPG’s from roof tops and windows. The street to street fighting was very intense as the insurgents fought with everything they had to hold on to their bases of operation. Over the next six months the US forces would have to fight a long series of bitter street battles, slowly recovering sections of the city one block at a time.
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US Stryker APC’s on Patrol along the Flooded Streets of Mosul

May of 2007 saw 6037 ‘significant acts of violence’, the highest since late 2004. US casualties continued to climb, with 70 in February, and 120 in May. Civilian casualties also continued to increase. By June 2007 all the Surge brigades had arrived. At this time there were 156,000 US troops in Iraq, as well as many military contractors, most typically ex-US army soldiers recruited by the mercenary companies. The cost for these troops was prohibitive for the US government, but they were preferred as the casualties among their units were not recorded as US military losses. By July there were 75 outposts scattered throughout the city. In this month US losses began to drop. AQI and insurgents attacks lessened, and civilians even began to return to the city streets. Much of the city had been brought back under US control, but other large segments of the city, including all of Sadr City, remained firmly in the hands of the various insurgent factions.

By mid-summer however the frequency of attacks began to escalate once again as the insurgents found new recruits, developed new tactics, and employed ever larger IED’s. American forces noted that many of the attacks appeared to even originate from the newly formed, predominately Shi’a Iraqi Security Forces (ISF). They observed that many of the larger bombs that they encountered were positioned close to the new ISF outposts. This tended to indicate either indifference by these troops toward American casualties, or even complicity. It would later be shown that the ISF had largely been infiltrated by the Shi’a militia, and tended to synchronize their activities in co-ordination with the insurgents. Either militiamen joined under the pretense of wanting to be in the army, or regular soldiers had been threatened or bought off to assist the Shi’a militias. Regardless, this organization became more of a liability to the US soldiers than they were an ally.

A major objective of the Surge was to force a split between the various insurgents and to turn them against each other. Much of this effort focused on attempting to turn the Sunni insurgents against the AQI. The AQI, though Sunni’s, were predominantly foreigners who were exploiting the chaos in Iraq to pursue their own goals. These were largely not in alignment with the efforts of the Sunni insurgents or interests of the Sunni inhabitants. The AQI were particularly strong in the north and northwest of Baghdad. They were despised by the Iraqi population, whom they would kidnap and murder in an effort to control them. The US successfully coaxed the Sunni Mujahidin into resisting the extremist AQI elements, who recognized their presence as being counter to the interests of Iraq. The US military was actually able to co-ordinate their own efforts with the Sunni insurgents. Check points were set up at entrances and intersections to deter the AQI from travelling. Slowly, working together with the Sunni insurgents, the US forces were successful at applying sufficient pressure to AQI to compel them to leave the cities.

In desperation, the AQI quickly developed and introduced new tactics. False IED’s were placed among real ones to make the process of disarming them and moving forward ever slower. Horribly, the AQI would place children into cars in which bombs were located. US forces would pass these cars believing they would not explode because of the presence of the children. The AQI would force women, children and the physically and mentally handicapped to carry suicide packs and to approach US forces, knowing that they would be resistant to shooting at these innocents. Despite these extreme and barbaric practises, the AQI were eventually driven from the cities. Unfortunately, they simply moved into smaller towns and re-establishing themselves, continuing to cause great damage to Iraq.

The US had been successful in quelling the Sunni insurgents by recognizing that their need for money was greater than their desire for power. Through an exchange of funds, the US was able to convince most of the Sunni militiamen to not only co-operate in driving out the AQI, but also to cease attacking US troops and Shi’a civilians. In a very controversial decision, the US decided to pay cold hard cash to upward of 100,000 Sunni militiamen. In exchange they agreed to stop attacking Shi’a civilians, US forces, the ISF, and to focus their attacks on AQI. US commanders met with Sunni insurgent leaders and large bundles of cash were handed to them on a regular basis to sustain this arrangement. Though counter to any ethical principles of war, the strategy in fact proved very successful, and is considered by many to be the only significant factor that made the Surge a success.

This recruitment of Sunni insurgents to resist the AQI is often referred to as ‘The Sunni Awakening’. It is sold as the Iraqi Sunnis coming to recognize that the foreign AQI were bad for Iraq and that therefore the Sunni insurgents decided to unite with the US forces to combat their common enemy. In reality, each insurgent was paid on average $10 a day as a form of paid truce. As mentioned, the Iraqi ISF and police force were predominantly Shi’a and to some extent conspiring with the Shi’ite militiamen in their attacks against both the Sunni’s and Americans. Therefore an allegiance between American and Sunni forces also preserved a balance of power and offered both the insurgents and American’s improved protection from Shi’a attack. The Americans protected Sunni neighbourhoods while the insurgents taught the US soldiers a great deal about the Shi’a militias. They showed their new American allies how IED’s were planted, where they were acquired and how they were transported. As well they explained the internal structure, tactics and leadership of the AQI and Shi’a militiamen. The Iraqi government of course deeply resented and discouraged this co-operation and the payments, but their complaints were disregarded.

With the co-operation of the Sunni insurgents the situation improved significantly. Attacks by the Sunni’s on the Shi’a population, against the Shi’a militias, and against the American’s and ISF all but came to an end. Control of many new neighbourhoods in the larger cities was established and a level of confidence and support of the local populace was attained. Residence agreed to have photos taken of the male member of each house to assist US forces in identifying when someone did not belong in a house. The residents also started identifying for the soldiers known insurgent strong points, weapon caches, and IED locations. Abandoned houses were locked up and monitored to deprive their use to the insurgents. Gated communities surrounded by large walls consisting of twelve foot high cement blocks were established to restrict access between Sunni and Shi’ite neighbourhoods. The overall violence levels against civilians dropped significantly and the US claimed that the strategy of allying themselves with the Sunni insurgents was a success.

By this time however the civil war was already largely over and the ethnic cleansing complete. So while the situation was stabilized, the damage to the neighbourhoods and the murders of their occupants had already occurred. Civilian deaths dropped sharply, but only because the Shi’a had run out of Sunni neighbourhoods to attack. And while the Sunni insurgents were no longer attacking US troops, Shi’ite militiamen continued their attacks on Coalition forces unabated. In 2008 the reformed Mahdi Army launched attacks from Sadr City upon the US Green Zone within Baghdad and on US forward operating bases (FOB’s) near the city. In response the US launched counter-assaults into Sadr City. Hundreds of insurgents and civilians would be killed in these running street battles, though actual Coalition casualties remained low.

The insurgents principal weapons were small arms and rockets, while the US soldiers were able to rely on support from artillery, helicopter gunships, M1 Abrams, the new US Stryker armored vehicles and hellfire missile firing MQ-1 Predator UAV. Having established control of the boundaries of Sadr City by April, the Americans found that they could not penetrate more deeply into the region. Booby traps, snipers and constant street to street fighting was exhausting the soldiers. The city core could only be attacked by artillery and missile firing drones and helicopter, which sought to neutralize mortar firing positions and embedded snipers. With this stale-mate situation in place the Iraqi government and the Mahdi Army signed a cease-fire agreement. It was agreed to by the Mahdi army that ISF units could enter the city and to set up check points. No US soldiers however were permitted to enter the city. Despite months of intense fighting, with the US pounding the city with every modern heavy weapon at their disposal, Sadr City and its remaining civilian inhabitants remained firmly under control of Shi’ite extremists.

The ISF, though suspect in their allegiance, actually began to actively take part in attacks alongside the US forces. As a Shi’a dominated army, these units were more than willing to attack Sunni insurgents. But they also would participate in attacks on Shi’a insurgents. This directive was issued as a gesture by Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki to demonstrate that his government was impartial and supported US efforts to eradicate all insurgents to stabilize the country. Of course, elimination of the radical Shi’a militias also removed a challenge to his secular government. The ISF had assisted in US in their attacks on the Mahdi army in Basra and Sadr City to illustrate their dependability and competence. However, the attacks on Basra proved ineffectual, and the joint efforts did experience some embarrassing episodes when entire ISF units switched sides and joined the insurgents. There was clearly some effort still outstanding to build a truly national ISF.

While the Surge did successfully reduce acts of violence significantly throughout Iraq, largely through the efforts of the ‘Sunni Awakening’, the political stability of the country had not been improved. The Shi’ite government and ISF continued to persecute Sunni’s and undermine US efforts to re-stabilize the country. Regardless, by the summer of 2008 the Surge was declared complete. This was sooner than Petraeus felt was necessary, but had continued for as long as the new President of the United States, Barak Obama, would permit. Obama visited Iraq to inspire confidence in the American population that the situation there was now under control. While Petraeus, with his mission complete, returned home to America. The Surge had lasted for 18 months. The goal had been to reduce the overall violence in the region and create a sufficiently politically stable nation to provide the US for an honorable exit from the country. The success of this strategy is still debated and disputed to this day.

POST-SURGE PERIOD

At the time the Pentagon concluded the Surge to have been a success. They would claim that the Surge reduced overall violence in Iraq by between 40-80% by early 2008. They stated that attacks against Coalition forces and civilians had significantly been reduced as a consequence of the Surge tactics. Many independents would report that no change in the military situation had occurred. Others stated that any decrease in American casualties resulted from the US simply buying off the Sunni insurgents, which added nothing to the overall stability of the country. US combat deaths in Baghdad had actually doubled in the first two months following the arrival of the first of the Surge Brigades. Deaths of coalition troops had started to drop though by mid-2007, which some attributed to the Surge. Others argued that the decrease was small and that this was just statistical variation with no long term correlation.

Overall attacks on civilians, who had been the main targets during the Iraqi Civil war, had maintained themselves at the same levels through the beginning of the Surge. When the violence against civilians did begin to decrease it was because by this time most of the major sub-divisions of cities had been effectively cleansed, becoming either exclusively Sunni or Shi’a. The insurgents had accomplished their objective – control the areas where their religion dominated. Their broader goal was to dominate ever larger areas and build regional bases of control. This process involved fewer but larger assaults, generally reducing overall casualties, especially among civilian. The Shi’a were dominant in this effort over the Sunni. Iran, a predominantly Shi’a nation, was supporting their Iraqi Shi’ite brethren, both among the insurgents and in the government and ISF. Providing them with mines, IEDs and EFPs, as well as spies and military advisers, the Iranians penetrated Iraqi society. The Shi’a clerics and government and military officials within Iraq began to come under the power and influence of the Iranian government.

Following the Surge Petraeus had originally estimated that 30,000 troops could be withdrawn. The President approved reductions to pre-Surge levels by mid-2008. He was under pressure by the Iraqi government to accelerate the exodus of the US forces from the country. The Iraqi parliament felt that they and the ISF were now able to deal with the situation in their country without US support and that the continued presence of US forces there only acted to further destabilize the situation. The US was requested by the Iraqi government for their withdrawal timetable. The UN mandate terminated at the end of 2008 and the majority of Iraqi government officials wanted all foreign forces out of their nation by this time. Other coalition partners had already begun removing their units. The UK had withdrawn from the south of the country around Basra, having handing defense over to the ISF. The majority of Americans were also anxious for their soldiers to return and similarly supported the US military presenting a timetable indicating when all US troops would be out of Iraq.

Both the US and Iraqi governments agreed to have all US forces Stateside by mid-2010. To assist in stabilizing the government of Iraq, Obama offered 20,000 mechanized infantry to remain and protect the government. In return the Iraqi government offered immunity from Iraqi legal prosecution to employees of the various US military and government branches. But this protection was no longer provided to the employees of the various US mercenary contractors in the country, such as Blackwater. These soldiers had tended to abuse their position, not being subjected to the high discipline and moral code expected of the regular military units, and were much despised by the Iraqi people. In an effort to improve the stability of the country before they left the US provided huge sums of money to the Iraqi government. Funds were provided to pay off the nation’s debt, supposed to be repaid over the coming years through oil revenues. As well significant weapons shipment were sent to Iraq, including F-16 fighter aircraft, helicopters, main battle tanks, infantry fighting vehicles, naval craft and missiles.

By 2009 the US controlled Green Zone was returned to Iraqi control. At the end of February of 2009 President Barack Obama announced that the US mission in Iraq would officially be over on August 31, 2010, while a force of 50,000 US soldiers would stay to train Iraqis until the end of 2011. The US began removing troops through 2009 and all US troops stationed in the country were withdrawn by December 2011. Iraqi Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki assured Iraqis that the ISF was up to the challenge of protecting the country from the insurgents and that they no longer required the US presence. However, as a bad omen, the violence started to once again escalate as US forces left the country through 2009 and 2010.

It was argued following the Surge that it had been inconsequential to the war, and that it had in fact only prolonged it. It is suggested that if the US had simply left the catastrophic situation occurring in Iraq in 2006, with the loss of honor this would have incurred internationally, that the US would have saved lives and money, with the same situation resulting. This is arguably not the case. By staying on and executing the Surge, Iraq was probably left a more stable country. But more importantly America proved to the world that they do not simply abandon friends and responsibilities when the going gets tough. America is a nation that, if nothing else, will always endeavour with great effort to do the right thing. If nothing else can be said of the Surge, it was most certainly the right thing for America to do.

6.3 Outcome

Following seven years of conflict, most Iraqi citizens were left with a far greater state of fear and suffering than they had experienced under Saddam’s rule. And where the invasion had been justified under the pretense of Saddam developing WMDs, of which there were none, the war can be argued to have been both pointless and illegal in accordance with international law. The cost of the war was over 4000 US soldiers killed, with another 800 lost among the participating Coalition partners. There were also more than 80,000 soldiers wounded or injured. Among the military contractors it is estimated 1500 of the mercenaries were killed, with another 44,000 wounded. The direct cost of the war to the US is estimated at $1 trillion. This value rises to $3 trillion if interest rates on loans and continuing costs to support Iraq are added.

Losses among the Iraqi population, including Saddam’s army, the ISF, police, insurgents and civilians are difficult to estimate. Over 17,000 ISF alone were killed, with over 40,000 wounded. More than 100,000 civilian deaths were actually recorded, with the total presumably being higher. The total figure for Iraqi dead is probably between 150,000 to 200,000 fatalities. A great many more were injured, assaulted and raped. The level of the resulting suffering and sense of loss cannot even begin to be evaluated and meaningfully expressed. Families were torn apart. Husbands watched their wives and daughters raped. Children watched their parents murdered. There are no words to describe the impact of such events on the minds of people. More than 5 million people, or 20% of the population, remain refugees or internally displaced. In 2015, Iraq is still considered to be a “Failed State.”

Following the US withdrawal, a low level Civil War continued in the country between the Shi’a and Sunni factions. Nouri a-Maliki remained Prime Minister and many Sunni political leaders were suddenly arrested once the US forces left. Shi’a militiamen and ISF began to crack down on any Sunni resistance to their power. The insurgents of the Sunni Awakening, those paid by Petraeus to resist the AQI, fought to resist Shi’a influence in the few remaining Sunni dominated regions. In response the Sunni Awakening was outlawed and their membership was attacked until they almost became an extinct force. The Sunni population believes that their government and security forces are excessively dominated by the Shi’ites. And they tend to feel that these organizations are conspiring to systematically isolate them, regionally, politically and economically. They feel deprived of their basic rights and freedoms and abandoned by the Americans.

The most dramatic consequence of the collapse of central power and stability in Iraq due to the war is the rise of the Islamic State of Iraq and al-Sham (meaning greater Syria), or ISIS. This organization evolved from the remnants of the AQI who took refuge in Syria upon being driven from Iraq by the combined strength of the US forces and the Sunni Awakening insurgents. They were able to rebuild in war-torn Syria, itself in a state of Civil War. Capturing key cities and resources in Syria, ISIS was in short order able to build up their membership and military equipment sufficiently to re-invade Iraq. ISIS’s goal is to build a Sunni state across the Levant that adheres to extremist Islamic principles and Sharia law. They have taken control of substantial portions of the Sunni-dominated regions within both Iraq and Syria, encountering little resistance from the inhabitants. These include the key cities of Fallujah and Ramadi, which essentially gave them control over all of Anbar Province. Battles continue to be on-going between the Shi’ite dominated government forces and ISIS as territory is exchanged with alternating assaults.

Ironically, the entry of ISIS into the Sunni regions of Iraq was made possible by the eradication of the more moderate Sunni Awakening insurgents at the hands of the Shi’a dominated ISF. The Sunni’s understandably chose to be controlled by extremists of their own faith rather than by those of another faith who sought their extermination. Without the Sunni Awakening insurgents to rely upon for their defense, the Sunnis accepted ISIS with little resistance. The ISF, who had defeated the Sunni Awakening Insurgents, also offered little resistance to the radical and violent ISIS invaders. As ISIS entered city after city throughout the Sunni regions of Iraq, the ISF units stationed there would consistently abandon their positions and equipment. Both poorly trained and unmotivated, these ISF recruits did not possess the will to fight a determined enemy.

In this manner ISIS was able to quickly secure new territory, new resources, and world class military equipment, most of it of US origin. They were able to fund their growth through the financial resources acquired by securing the banks in the cities they conquered and the oil wells surrounding them. ISIS in fact came within striking range of Baghdad itself. Roadside bombs planted by ISIS were being detonated close to and within the city limits on a daily basis throughout 2014. The ISF units again showed their unwillingness to defend the populace from assault and fled whenever ISIS extremist approached their positions. Consequently the Shi’a militias, which had been disbanded by the Iraqi government following the US exit, were reformed to defend the city. Unlike the ISF, the militias are composed of men committed to their cause and the fight, and willing to go head to head with ISIS. Through this befuddled sequence of events, extremist Sunni and Shi’ite militias returned to plague Iraq.

In May of 2014 the Iraq government escalated attacks on Anbar Province in an attempt to drive ISIS from the region. Fallujah was attacked in force, resulting in approximately 300 civilian deaths and 1300 wounded. Many thousands fled the city as homes and mosques were shelled by government forces in an effort to regain control of the city. Once again, the city lies virtually abandoned. Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki is blamed by the Sunnis for the attacks, claiming they were not so much an effort to stabilize the nation by removing radicals as they were a government organized effort to oppress Sunni’s. They support this claim by drawing attention to the shelling of homes and mosques, which they state are not legitimate military targets. The ISF in response claim that ISIS units used the structured they shelled for shelter. It is estimated that many hundreds of thousands of additional Sunni’s have been displaced as a result of the Shi’ite dominated government efforts to crush Sunni resistance in Anbar Province. And ultimately the attacks only acted to cause ISIS to spread themselves over a wider area.

To the dismay of the Iraqi government a month later ISIS went on to seize the key city of Mosul in June of 2014. Mosul is Iraq’s second largest city, with 1.6 million predominantly Sunni residents. It is capital of the province of Nineveh and dominates the North of the country. ISIS units quickly took control of the airport, television stations, the governor’s offices, security checkpoints, military bases and prisons. Embarrassingly the Iraqi Security Forces, well provisioned and trained by the US, largely fled from the conflict, though they significantly outnumbered the opposing forces by a factor of greater than ten to one. Many soldiers and policemen threw down their weapons, removed their uniforms, and simply fled. Bodies of mutilated security forces littered the streets. An officer of the security forces was quoted as saying “we can’t beat them, we can’t, they are well trained in street fighting and we are not.”

Al-Maliki made a public appeal for volunteers to resist the attacks, the integrity and resistance of his own forces having totally collapsed. Mosul is only 350 miles NW of Baghdad, and remains an entry point for foreign fighters eager to join ISIS. Following their success in Mosul ISIS then seized the oil refinery town of Baiji in Salaheddin province 125 miles from Baghdad. Through this attack they thereby cut off the main road from Baghdad to Mosul, making it difficult for the government to send reinforcements to the city. In May of 2015 ISIS took control of Ramadi, a predominantly Sunni city of 400,000 residents. The Iraq army launched a major campaign to drive ISIS out that lasted more than six months. ISIS reportedly used Sunni families as human shields to defend themselves, revealing their lack of true commitment to the Sunni cause. Again, embarrassingly, 10,000 Iraqi security forces supported by US airstrikes was required to finally drive the 300 ISIS fighters from the city in early 2016.

America remains unwilling to re-enter the conflict directly and to once again commit ground forces to address the growing threat of ISIS. The US military however does conduct regular airstrikes against ISIS positions to degrade their strength, support ISF assaults on their positions, and to dull ISIS attacks on towns and cities. And the US is providing new weapons to the Iraqi government forces, includes tanks, ammunition and Hellfire air-to-surface missiles. Many others have also joining in the fight against ISIS. These include Kurdish forces based in Northern Iraq, forces loyal to the besieged President Assad of Syria, the Turkish Army, various NATO nations and now even President Putin’s Russia. Iran has provided weapons and advisers to assist their new Shi’a allies in control of the Iraqi government and it is suspected that they have also committed combat units to the struggle against ISIS. Resistance to ISIS has grown to be a global affair with no end in sight and the risk of a major international incident resulting from too many cooks being at the pot at the same time a very real one.

6.4 Key Factors

A major aspect of the Iraqi War is that it was not at all a necessary one. Rather, it was a war that certain strong and influential personalities within the US government wished for. President George W. Bush appears to have wanted to complete the destruction of Saddam Hussein’s rule. His father, President George H.W. Bush, had deliberately decided to let Saddam preserve his power following the Gulf War to avoid the situation his son walked into, which was to escalate the conflict in the region and embroil the US in a protracted and pointless war. Vice-President Dick Cheney had significant experience and interests in the American oil industry and appears to have seen invading Iraq as an opportunity to exert stronger control over Middle Eastern oil supplies. And Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld appears to have wanted to leave his mark on history as having strategized a great military win for the US that would establish their position as the major world power well into the 21st Century. These three key individuals essentially worked together to implement and justify an invasion of Iraq.

To apply pressure to the US Congress and Senate into ratifying a resolution authorizing the use of the US Armed Forces against Iraq, Bush, Cheney and Rumsfeld supported a CIA based claim that Iraq possessed Weapons of Mass Destruction (WMD’s). Saddam had agreed to dissolve all the WMD weapons programs following his defeat during the Gulf War, and thus such a claim implied violation of the peace agreement terms. More importantly, it would imply that Saddam continued to be a threat to the oil rich regions of the Middle East. President Bush then introduced his controversial Bush Doctrine. This was a strategy of pre-emptive war, by which an attack on a nation was justified when that nation was deemed dangerous to international security. The Doctrine held that it was better to attack such a nation prior to it launching its own attacks as this would avoid the resulting bloodshed and chaos. To support this Doctrine, the case of the Persian Gulf War was considered. It was suggested that had Iraq been invaded before it had itself attacked Kuwait then a less severe conflict would ultimately have resulted, fewer casualties would have been inflicted and Kuwait would have been spared the destruction and suffering it was ultimately to endure.

Having convinced the US government that it was the responsibility of the US to defend its allies in the Middle East and to ensure stability in the strategically important region, Congress and the Senate approved the resolution. An immediately build-up of US military forces in Saudi Arabia began, and continued for a number of months while Saddam and all the world watched. To keep the cost of the war down, Donald Rumsfeld had committed far fewer troops than had been employed in the Gulf War or was recommended by his military leadership. In early 2003 US General Eric Shinseki warned that the several hundred thousand troops envisioned for the invasion were too few. Rumsfeld justified his decision by noting that Saddam’s military organization was poorly trained and equipped, and close to collapse. As well he suggested that the US invasion would be seen as a war of liberation by the citizens of Iraq and that the citizens would actively support the US invasion. Deputy Defense Secretary Paul Wolfowitz supported Rumsfeld’s claims, adding that an international “Coalition of the Willing” would also be contributing further forces toward the campaign.

President Bush sent Secretary of State Colin Powell, a war hero of the previous Gulf War, to the United Nations to present the US case for an invasion of Iraq. This was an effort to both justify the war internationally and to solicit military support from other nations. Colin presented the various bits of evidence the CIA collected that suggested Saddam continued to have WMDs and that Saddam was supporting international terrorism, but his defense was not very convincing to those in attendance. The Secretary General of the United Nations, Kofi Annan, furthermore declared that the Bush Doctrine of pre-emptive war was not in conformance with the UN Charter. The Secretary General was essentially stating the invasion of one nation by another without provocation or cause was illegal and did not have international approval. Despite this condemnation of the war, the US was supported in their “Coalition of the Willing” by some nations, most notably their traditional ally, the United Kingdom.

US Army General Tommy Franks was placed in command of the operation. Known as a very goal focused General, Franks defined his objectives for the war. These were stated as:


1) End the regime of Saddam Hussein

2) Destroy Iraq’s Weapon of Mass Destructive

3) Destroy terrorist presence in the country

4) Collect intelligence related to terrorist networks

5) Collect intelligence related to the global network of illicit WMDs

6) Deliver humanitarian aid to the needy

7) Secure Iraq’s oil fields

8) Transition Iraq to a representative self-government



Ultimately, as there were no WMD’s present in the country and as there was no state sponsored terrorism, items 2 through 5 were redundant. The other goals were related to the transition of power out of the hands of a dictator and into the hands of a new pro-Western government that would support the flow of oil from Iraq to the rest of the world. Though the elimination of Saddam would occur without significant resistance, a transition to a stable government proved to be a challenge beyond Tommy Franks grasp. Soon after his conquest of Iraq General Franks recognized that the original US plan for holding the country was quickly falling apart and Franks had no intention of partaking in the ensuing chaos. He therefore chose to return to the US soon after the overthrow of Saddam. As well many other senior US Generals that had accompanied Franks to Iraq also chose to follow suite and requested transfers back to State side.

Therefore the task of restoring a functional government in Iraq was handed to the Cheney appointee, Paul Bremer. Paul had no previous experience with, or particular knowledge of, state building. However, he was considered to be the right type of character within the Republican Party for the position. With a significant power vacuum resulting from Saddam’s overthrow, a plan of succession was required, and required quickly. Therefore Bremer was placed in charge of the Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA), the US established temporary government for Iraq. With his arrival to Iraq Bremer found the country to already be in a state of chaos. On his trip from the airport to the Green Zone, he observed looters robbing stores in plain daylight and burning buildings that he was to notice later had continued to burn non-stop throughout his first month in Iraq.

To control the deteriorating situation Bremer attempted to dictate orders to the US military but soon realized that he had no actual authority over them. Feeling that he needed to quickly restore a sense or order to the nation, Bremer began to issue orders that were in fact to cause the rapid and complete collapse of the nation. CPA order # 1 was for the De-Ba’athification of Iraq. Attempting a strategy that had proven successful following World War II with the de-Nazification of Germany, Bremer’s order resulted in all persons with membership in the Ba’athist party to be fired. Bremer proceeded with this order despite both the CIA and US Army advising strongly against it. This resulted in not just the dissolution of the entire existing government structure, including Judicial and Functional branches, but also in the removal of many professionals, including police officers, teachers and professors who had membership in the party, as well as legal, engineering and medical workers.

CPA Order # 1 acted only to spread the flames on an already quickly deteriorating situation. Fifty thousand Ba’athist were effectively driven underground, removed from any opportunity to participate in establishing the future their nation. CPA order # 2 soon followed and proved equally devastating. This order promptly dissolved the entire Iraqi military. The original plan laid out by the US government had called for the Iraqi army to remain intact and be used to assist the US Army in restoring order. But Bremer, acting on his own and against advice, dismissed over 300,000 soldiers. This resulted in a great many trained, unemployed and angry young men being thrown onto the street. The ammunition depots were thereby also left unsecured through this order, and soon 600,000 tons of munitions became unaccounted for, ultimately to be used by the insurgents. Ironically, within three days of the Iraqi army being fired, the first attacks on US troops began.

President Bush and Secretary of State Rumsfeld continued to reinforce the perception that the situation was under control and to deny an insurgency was in the process of developing. However in August 2003, when large bombs exploded near the Jordanian Embassy and UN building, and a number of attacks occurred at police stations and the Red Cross, the rapidly decaying state of the situation became indisputable. Franks was replaced as Commanding General in Iraq by General Ricardo Sanchez. Sanchez was instructed by Rumsfeld to quickly suppress the insurgency. Rumsfeld also told Bremer to promptly form a new Iraqi government and to hand power over to them by June 2004 to support his plan for a quick exit from the country. Sanchez however complained that he had no military intelligence on the enemy and no idea who he was supposed to be fighting. While Bremer’s emerging Iraqi based governing council included only participants who were selected from those with clean records in Iraq, and therefore generally lacked experience governing, as well as influence in their communities.

Bremer handed over power to the dysfunctional and impotent new Interim Iraqi government and promptly left Iraq in June of 2004. Sanchez meanwhile struggled unsuccessfully to quell the growing insurgency. Despite the efforts of the 140,000 US troops stationed in Iraq, the Insurgency continued to gain momentum. The First Battle of Fallujah was a particular embarrassment to Rumsfeld and Sanchez. The US was made to look weak and indecisive when the attack was called off soon after it was initiated due to news footage aired by the Arabic news agency Al Jazeera that showed civilian deaths and the destruction of Mosques as a result of the fighting. Soon afterward Sanchez was replaced by General George Casey, a four star General who had never led troops in before in combat. His direction from Rumsfeld was to focus on minimizing US casualties. As discussed, Casey’s approach to achieving this goal was to simply relocate the US troops away from the cities and onto large distant military bases. Though effective at reducing US casualties, this decision effectively removed the US Army as a factor in the escalating violence in Iraq and opened the door for the resulting Sectarian fighting and ethnic cleansing.

Casey’s goal had been to transfer resistance of the insurgents over to the newly formed Iraqi army, with the intent of preparing Iraq for elections and establishing a stable situation in the country whereby the US military could leave. Casey’s instructions to his senior officers was to have a “light footprint”, engaging insurgents only as necessary. No plan was put in place to actually protect the Iraqi people. With the Sunni and Shi’a insurgents re-directing their attacks away from the US forces and toward the respective opposing civilian populations, the election for the new Iraqi government proceeded on schedule. Feeling alienated and abandoned the Sunnis largely boycotted the election, handing over leadership of the country to the Kurds and Shi’ites. Effectively stating that they did not believe in a future of the Iraqi state, the Sunnis intensified their attacks on Shi’ites, with the Shi’a in turn implementing their death squads to slaughter and depopulate whole Baghdad neighbourhoods of Sunni’s.

To make this very sense situation ever more complex, 2006 was a midterm election year in the US. With the war going poorly for the US in Iraq, American opinion was turning against the Republicans and the Democrats were able to secure both houses of Congress. This made the situation in Iraq all the more dire and challenging for President Bush. Under great pressure from the new government to resolve the situation, Bush felt compelled to implement a new strategy quickly. Bush decided to place all his chips on one hand, and that bet was on General David Petraeus and his recently developed counter-insurgency strategies. These new strategies sought to win the war, or at least permit the US an honorable exit from Iraq. The newly developed strategies were diametrically opposed to the counter-insurgency philosophy traditionally used by US Forces, which can basically be summarized as:


1) Focus on attacking the enemy, without particular regard to who was and who was not actually a combatant

2) Protect yourself and your team members at all cost to keep casualties low and American support back home from degrading

3) Do not concern yourself with protecting civilians from insurgents, and do not worry about collateral damage and deaths to them resulting from combat



This existing approach to dealing with insurgents is best summarized by the phrase commonly used at the time - “kick in the door and give them two to the chest.”

The tactics used in Iraq to deal with insurgents had until the time of Petraeus been much the same as that employed during the Vietnam War. Despite the failure in Vietnam due to this approach and forty years having gone by, the basic tenants in the US military of conducting a counter-insurgency operation had not changed. General’s Sanchez and Casey had focused on using decisive force in an attempt to crush the insurgents, without regard for the civilian population, thereby losing their trust in the process. Casey had also focused on reducing casualties in an effort to minimize the US reaction to the war back home. Casey had concluded that the US had already lost the war and was looking for a best case exit strategy. He therefore also attempted to turn the war over to the Iraqi government and new army to give the US a pretense for an honorable exit. Unfortunately neither General had a strategy for winning the war or defending the people of Iraq.

When the US had first invaded Iraq in 2003, the reasoning at the time was that the war would be rapid, easy and inexpensive. The belief was that the Iraqi’s would welcome the US as liberators, and that a new democratic government would readily take root following the collapse of Saddam’s regime. The reality of an occupation of any foreign land is that insurgents operating through guerilla warfare are bound to occur. And the reality of guerilla war is that it takes a long term commitment to quell the insurgents. A key component of subduing an insurgency is securing the protection of the common citizens, which was generally not well understood until Petraeus developed his modern counter-insurgency theory. Petraeus stressed that an army cannot hope to win a war by hiding on distant bases. He emphasized the US must directly engage the insurgents, but with a focus on protecting the nation’s citizens, and that any actions against the insurgents that caused injury to the citizens or their property only add fuel the insurgents cause. Therefore care must be taken in how the insurgents were combatted.

Petraeus laid out thorough and detailed counter-insurgency tactics. He argued that without winning the hearts and minds of the populace of an occupied country, an invading army could not hope to defeat a large scale, well-organized, well provisioned and highly motivated guerilla effort. Therefore, Petraeus placed an emphasis on protecting the civilian population. This included both minimizing casualties resulting from combat, and directly protecting people from insurgent coercion. In a typical 20th century conventional war, battles were regarded as occurring between two opposing sets of combatants, with civilians regarded as inconsequential and simply in the way of the competing armies. In the new era of guerrilla style warfare, it had become understood that the side that actually controls the local population, either through force or trust, is the side that will eventually win the war.

Petraeus said that the goal of his counterinsurgency campaign remained to destroy the enemy, but with the enemy concealed among the civilian population in plain sight, his tactics involved isolating the enemy from the support of the populace. He argued that this would have the double effect of both depriving the insurgents of resources, as well as rending their existence irrelevant. The insurgent’s only pretense for having the populace accept their domination was that they represented the interests of their own ethnic group while that the occupying force did not. By protecting the citizens from the abuses of the insurgents, the lie would be revealed. Petraeus believed that then the local populace would freely reveal who the members of the insurgency were among them.

This of course was Petraeus’s newly developed theory. It had yet to be successfully demonstrated through practise. It is difficult to turn people against others who are of the same language, culture and religion as themselves. This is particularly the case when the culture is both very conservative in nature and afraid of Western values. To prove that his theories would work General Petraeus had wanted a protracted Surge in Iraq, with an emphasis on defeating the insurgents and winning the war. President Bush however recognized that the patience of the American people was running out, and therefore Bush was merely focused on creating a situation in Iraq sufficiently stable for the US to exit the country honorably. Where this more pragmatic goal was successfully accomplished, it continues to be debated whether Petraeus’s new counter-insurgency strategies are actually capable of winning a war with well-established and dedicated insurgents, if given sufficient time, support and funding.

The one aspect of the war that Petraeus was unable to rectify, even while paying the Sunni’s to co-ordinate their attacks with US forces on the AQI, was to destroy this organization. The AQI shifted their focal points and methods too fast for the US to be able to effectively counter them. Transforming themselves from the AQI into ISIS, this organization would grow to become a serious threat to world stability. Probably the greatest US failure of the Iraq War was permitting the AQI to penetrate Iraq unimpeded and then to expand and grow into ISIS. To justify the invasion of Iraq by US forces in 2003, President Bush had made the claim that Iraq was ‘the central front in the War on Terror’. Though at the time this was a false statement, today the region of Iraq is the center of the largest Terrorist threat on the planet. And this evolution is a direct result of US action in the area. Mostly notably, it resulted from the US not adequately addressing the state of chaos in Iraq following the fall of Saddam, with the resulting instability providing the AQI the perfect opportunity to take root. With the escape of AQI to Syria following the combined efforts of the US military and the Sunni Awakening insurgents to destroy them, the Civil War in Syria then provided ISIS a perfect opportunity to recover and regroup.

The long term stated goal of ISIS is to create an Islamic State within the Sunni occupied nations of Iraq and Syria. They also seek to further extend the boundaries of this state into surrounding Sunni dominated nations, having ultimate aspirations of re-creating the original Islamic Empire established by Muhammad and his successors through the sixth to eighth centuries. ISIS wishes to establish their state based on the concept of the Caliphate, which is a form of Islamic government led by a Caliph, a person regarded as the political and religious successor of Muhammad, and the legitimate leader of all Muslim peoples. ISIS were able to re-build their strength and grow in Syria by seizing territory along the border between Iraq and Syria, principally within the province of Raqqa. They then used this captured territory to set up their new base of operations. Ironically, ISIS has grown in influence to such an extent that they are able to fund their further growth and attacks through self-generated funding, resulting from the assets and resources existing within the seized territory.

The situation in Iraq had deteriorated so extensively by 2013 that ISIS was able to re-enter the country of Iraq. The year also saw over 8000 civilians killed in Iraq by the continued low level sectarian violence, making it the worst year for such atrocities since 2008. Seizing Sunni cities within Iraq, ISIS encountered little resistance from the Iraqi Security Forces (ISF). In 2014 ISIS attacked the key Sunni city of Mosul. Once again ISF units stationed in the city chose to flee and abandon their weapons and heavy equipment rather than resist the numerically far inferior attacking forces. ISIS quickly gaining control of the large city, and with it all of the resources the city had to offer. Seizing the funds available in the city banks, collecting the military weapons discarded by the ISF, and securing the surrounding oil industries, ISIS then used Mosul as a base from which to consolidate and project their power. The Kurds were particularly upset by the conquest of Mosul, as the city lay near the border of their declared territory. The Sunni stronghold of Fallujah also fell under ISIS control. Less than an hour from Baghdad, its capture constituted an immediate threat to the capital.

Coercing the Sunni tribal leaders of the areas they had captured into compelling the populace to accept them as the new rulers, ISIS has been able to avoid alienating themselves from the conquered Sunni populations by establishing their own form of regional administration. ISIS executes sympathizers of the American’s and the Iraqi government immediately upon taking control of a new territory. They then require Sharia Law to be followed. Propaganda is issued to fuel Sunni resentment of the Shi’a government. Programs are then established to provide for the poor, distributing food, fuel and money. As well games are organized for the children and medical clinics are set up, along with food banks and sleeping shelters. Through such an approach ISIS has actually earned a certain amount of appreciation and legitimacy in the eyes of the Sunnis under their authority.

In early 2015, ISIS expanded once again by conquering the key city of Ramadi. Despite having significantly greater forces in the area and superior equipment, the ISF once again failed to defend the city. Those ISF forces stationed in the city were regarded as the elite of the Iraqi army, units the US had spent years training and providing modern heavy equipment to. They were considered the best forces Iraq had. And yet they abandoned the city without a struggle. This failure to defend the city was a grave embarrassment to the US, who has spent huge sums of money trying to create a functional Iraqi military organisation. Following the conquest of Ramadi, ISIS then took control of the Bzebiz Bridge, which controls the flow of people and material between Ramadi and Baghdad. Then they started to take other surrounding towns, including Husayba. Once a town is secured all those suspected of having co-operated with the Iraqi government are executed. In this manner, ISIS very quickly and firmly establishes that they are now in control.

ISIS effectively now controls half of Iraq. They have a significant military presence in ten of Iraq’s fourteen provinces. Probably more importantly this includes much of Iraq’s gas and oil fields. They also control large segments of Syria and all Syria-Iraq border crossings, having driven Syrian President Al-Assad’s military forces from the region. Controlling Syria’s ancient city of Palmyra, over 11,000 inhabitants have fled the city. Palmyra is only 150 miles from Damascus, Syria’s capital city. ISIS has also been systematically destroying ancient and culturally historical sites in the city. The map below shows the areas of Iraq and Syria controlled by ISIS as of early 2016 by the gray-blue region in the center. Pink represents the areas controlled by Al-Assad’s besieged Syrian government. Purple are the areas of Iraq still under control of the Iraqi government, and Yellow denotes areas of Kurdish control. Red dots represent major population centers. As can clearly be seen, as a terrorist organization, ISIS is also a major landholder. Together with control of much of the oil wealth of the area and an estimated 80,000 + members, ISIS presents a problem to the world on a scope and scale never before encountered.
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ISIS continues to attack multiple regions throughout Iraq in an effort to keep the ISF off-balance and discouraged. Attacked by both Kurdish and Shi’a forces, ISIS focuses on securing control over regions occupied by Sunni populations. Seeking to control oil resources to fuel the cost of their expansion, the challenge to ISIS is to manage their expansion while not spreading themselves too thin, and thus leaving themselves open to counter-attack by the Kurdish Peshmerga, Shi’a militias and the Shi’a dominated Iraqi army. The combination of extreme fanaticism, continual re-supply of new motivated foreign soldiers, and the experience of a well-organized leadership has resulted in ISIS being a very powerful force in the region. The foreign fighters are organized into units according to their national origins. Fighting with their own comrades, they are being prepared by ISIS to later return to their home nations to perpetrate terrorist attacks there, as we have recently seen in France and Belgium. In the worlds of the Soufan Group, a political risk consultancy, “ISIS has become indisputably the most effective and ruthless terrorist organization in the world.”





Conclusion

For the foreseeable future, with most major nations seeking to avoid large scale conventional wars, it would appear that conflicts will continue to be predominantly of an asymmetric nature. Such warfare is relatively inexpensive to fund, perpetuates disorder and chaos in regions of turmoil and challenge even the most sophisticated world military organizations with finding the means to impose a lasting solution. Counter-insurgency (COIN) operations are very challenging, but they can be won. Petraeus’ theories may very well have proven successful had they been implemented comprehensively in the early stages of the Iraq war. In future incidents, these strategies should be utilized and built upon until an effective counter-insurgency methodology is successfully developed. The understanding of these methods must then continue to evolve, just as the enemy’s tactic will continue to evolve.

A brief review of a counter-insurgency operation fought by the British against Malayan communists may illustrate how such a war can be successfully and conclusively won. The Malayan Incident occurred from 1950 – 1958, during which the British experienced communist guerilla activity in their colony of Malay. Communists were taking control of local villages to exploit their resources and geographic position. From these bases they would then launch rapid attacks on military and government positions, quickly retreating into the jungle with the arrival of reinforcements. By 1951 there were 8000 guerillas operating in Malay with the voluntary and coerced support of 60,000 villagers. The British recognized that they must formulate a strategy for dealing with the situation or face losing the colony. The plan implemented called for units of the British Special Air Service (SAS), essentially the British Special Forces, to receive training to live off the land, to maneuver deep within jungles, to win the hearts and minds of the populace, and to use the Guerillas tactics against them.

The British relocated villages of the Chinese populace, non-Malays sympathetic to the Chinese Communists, deeper into the country, thereby depriving the guerillas of their bases and supplies. As the Communists attempted to move deeper into the country seeking new villages to seize control of the SAS would ambush them in pre-arranged kill zones. Consisting of 22 SAS regiments by 1952 and called the “Malayan Scouts”, these forces were able to inflict heavy casualties on the Communist Guerillas. Establishing defensible bases deep in the jungle with only fourteen soldiers per base, the SAS then operated in teams of three or four to set up enemy kill zones. Specialized in reconnaissance, ambush and living off the land, they were able to successfully ambush the Communists while avoiding being ambushed themselves. By 1958 the guerillas were defeated and the last of their leaders captured.

This example demonstrates a successful approach and technique for defeating a guerrilla uprising – early identification of the threat, quick reaction to it, utilization of specially trained troops, and employing winning tactics. Seeking to absorb the lessons learned from this campaign, the US deployed Green Berets in Vietnam before 1965. They would attempt to duplicate the methods employed by the British in Malaysia, fighting the Viet Cong on their own terms and attempting to win the “hearts and minds” of the South Vietnamese villagers. At the Battle of Nam Dong in 1964, twelve Green Beret and 160 South Vietnamese soldiers successfully repelled 900 VC and NVA attackers, demonstrating the success of this approach. COIN methods can be employed to defeat insurgents when the plan of action is well thought out, where a clear exit strategy exists, when the local population are protected and where a dedicated team of highly motivated soldiers is employed. History has no end, and in the coming years ample opportunities will most undoubtedly present themselves for new strategies and tactics to be employed and developed.
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