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The history of American 
military policy in the early years of the nuclear age is beginning to be rewritten. The 
increasing availability of documentary evidence from the 1940s and 1950s enables us 
to enrich our knowledge and to re-evaluate our understanding of American nuclear 
strategy and planning during this period. While much relevant material remains 
classified, the large volume of recently declassified documents permits quite detailed 
reconstruction of the content and evolution of U. S. nuclear weapons policy during 
these formative years. 

Historian David Rosenberg is among the first to have exploited the newly accessible 
materials. He provides us here with a thorough account of U. S. nuclear war planning 
from 1945 to 1960. By focusing on operational issues rather than declaratory policy, 
he reveals the reality of nuclear policy that underlay the public rhetoric. The major 
trends and priorities of American nuclear weapons policy are uncovered, including 
the massive expansion of the U. S. nuclear stockpile and the factors that caused it; the 
emphasis in U.S. nuclear war plans on preemption of Soviet nuclear capability; the 
serious consideration at high levels of the U.S. government of preventive nuclear war; 
the early advocacy of a "no cities" strategy by those concerned about the destruction 
that could be wrought by Soviet nuclear capabilities in the mid-1950s; the emergence 
as early as 1955 of the perception that the USSR had acquired sufficient nuclear forces 
to possess a limited but frightening retaliatory capability; and the operationalization 
of massive retaliation as a first-strike doctrine whose viability was called into question 
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as the Soviet Union acquired a primitive second-strike capability. Rosenberg's discus- 
sion of these developments clarifies, and in some cases corrects, our impressions of 
U.S. nuclear policy before 1960. International Security is pleased' to be able to offer 
this contribution to our understanding of this key part of the story of the nuclear age. 

-The Editors 

On the morning of Au- 
gust 11, 1960, Secretary of Defense Thomas Gates met at the White House with 
President Dwight Eisenhower and top defense officials to present his proposal for 
coordinating planning for the use of strategic nuclear forces in the massive, simul- 
taneous strike against the "Sino-Soviet bloc" planned for the first twenty-four hours 
of a war. Gates proposed that the commander in chief of the Strategic Air Command 
(SAC) be designated as "Director of Strategic Target Planning" with authority to 
develop, on behalf of the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS), a National Strategic Target List 
(NSTL) and a Single Integrated Operational Plan (SIOP). The defense secretary 
stopped short of endorsing the Air Force position that SAC should be given opera- 
tional command of all U.S. nuclear forces. Gates argued, however, that the advent 
of operational ballistic missile forces, particularly Polaris missile submarines, created 
an urgent need for an integrated target and attack plan to replace the current system 
of joint target guidance, separate command operational plans, and periodic coordi- 
nating conferences. His proposal would also eliminate duplication of effort, estimated 
at 200 to 300 targets, thereby reducing weapons requirements.' 

A heated two-hour discussion ensued. Admiral Arleigh Burke, the Chief of Naval 
Operations, told the President: 
This is not a compromise.... This proposal is a radical departure from previous 
practice. I am fearful that if the responsibility and authority for making a single 
operation plan is delegated to a single commander [then] the JCS will have lost 
control over operations at the beginning of a general war. 

Burke argued that the JCS should retain "not only basic responsibility for directing 
effort in general war, but the means for generating the basic plans and for controlling 
the development of these plans."2 Putting the NSTL and SIOP under SAC would 

1. This meeting is described in two documents: Andrew Goodpaster, Memorandum of Confer- 
ence with the President (hereafter cited as MCP), August 11, 1960, dated August 13, 1960, in 
Staff Notes, August 1960-3 Folder, Box 51, DDE Diary, Ann C. Whitman File, Dwight D. 
Eisenhower Papers as President (hereafter ACWF, EPP), Dwight D. Eisenhower Library, Abi- 
lene, Kansas (hereafter DDEL); and Admiral Arleigh Burke, rough draft Memorandum for the 
Record, Subject: Meeting with the President on SecDef's Proposal to turn Targetting [sic] and 
the Preparation of Single Integrated Operational Plan over to SAC, 11 August 1960, in NSTL/ 
SIOP Briefing Folder, Papers of Admiral Arleigh A. Burke (hereafter cited as AAB), Operational 
Archives, Naval Historical Center, Washington, D.C. (hereafter NHC). 
2. Untitled memorandum, dated. August 11, 1960, appended to MCP, August 13, 1960. This 

This content downloaded from 86.145.55.21 on Tue, 20 Oct 2015 19:06:22 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions



Nuclear Strategy, 1945-1960 15 

undermine JCS authority, restrict the military options available to U.S. unified theater 
commanders, alarm NATO allies, and give SAC excessive influence in determining 
atomic weapons requirements and allocations, force levels and deployments, and 
military budgets. Coordination should be achieved by assigning retaliatory tasks- 
"not in specific detail"-to the unified commanders, including SAC, with the JCS 
directing implementation. Burke recommended that no final decision be made until 
the procedure had been tested and the Joint Chiefs had thoroughly evaluated the 
product. 

Air Force General Nathan Twining, the chairman of the JCS, bristled at Burke's 
presentation. For ten years, he stated, the JCS had tried and failed to improve 
coordination in nuclear planning. The major stumbling block was always the Navy, 
whose leaders adamantly refused to adapt their carrier task forces or attack plans to 
unified command. Now Burke wanted the first NSTL and SIOP developed on an 
experimental basis only, in hopes that the process could be sabotaged. 

The President rebuked Twining for this accusation, "a little bit gently," Burke 
thought, and commented that "too much emotion was being displayed over this 
question." This was not, Eisenhower said, "a good way to respond to serious military 
problems, nor did it speak too well of the ability of good men to get together and 
work out solutions in the nation's interest." There must be agreement that "rigid 
planning" was needed, and that it would not be "sufficient to assign retaliatory 
missions from the JCS to the different commanders." "This whole thing," he stressed, 
"has to be on a completely integrated basis. It must be firmly laid on. The initial 
strike must be simultaneous," and must utilize both Navy and Air Force nuclear 
capability, for "if we put large forces outside of the plan, we defeat the whole concept 
of retaliatory effort, which takes priority over everything else." The only question, as 
the President saw it, was who should develop the plan. He was inclined to agree 
with Gates that SAC was the logical choice. He approved preparation of an initial 
NSTL and SIOP as proposed, but agreed with Burke that the JCS should review the 
completed plans and recommend whether to continue the procedure. A final decision 
would be made by December 1960, so that Eisenhower would not "leave his successor 
with the monstrosity" of uncoordinated, unintegrated forces now in prospect.3 

Within two weeks, the new Joint Strategic Target Planning Staff (JSTPS) headed 
by General Thomas S. Power, the SAC commander, was at work in Omaha, manned 
by 219 SAC personnel (who also retained their SAC staff jobs), 29 Navy, 10 Army, 3 
Marine, and 8 additional non-SAC Air Force officers. Their efforts were guided by a 
National Strategic Targeting and Attack Policy (NSTAP) previously prepared by the 
JCS and approved by Gates.4 Still classified, it appears to have called for a plan 

was a typed, unsigned version of Admiral Burke's arguments. The original handwritten and 
first typed drafts of this memo are contained in NSTL/SIOP Briefing Folder, AAB, NHC. 
3. MCP, August 13, 1960. 
4. History and Research Division, Headquarters, Strategic Air Command, History of the Joint 
Strategic Target Planning Staff, Background and Preparation of SIOP-62 (partially declassified history 
released by the declassification branch, Joint Secretariat, Joint Chiefs of Staff, in April 1980), p. 
14. Seventy-nine airmen and civilians were among the 219 SAC personnel assigned to JSTPS. 
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"which will provide for the optimum integration of committed forces for the attack 
of a minimum list of targets." Soviet strategic nuclear capability received first priority, 
followed by "primary military and government control centers of major importance." 
The NSTAP also called for a 90 percent probability of severe damage to at least 50 
percent of industrial floor space in urban-industrial targets. The assurance of delivery 
factor in each case was to be at least 75 percent.5 

By November, the JSTPS had produced the first NSTL and SIOP. Recently declas- 
sified Navy papers outline their grim parameters.6 The JSTPS selected 2600 separate 
installations for attack, out of a target data base of 4100. This translated into an NSTL 
of approximately 1050 Designated Ground Zeros (DGZs) for nuclear weapons, in- 
cluding 151 urban-industrial targets. Given sufficient warning, the United States 
would launch its entire strategic force carrying 3500 nuclear weapons against the 
Soviet Union, Communist China, and the satellite nations. At the very least, an "alert 
force" composed of 880 bombers and missiles would attack some 650 DGZs (including 
170 defense suppression targets) with over 1400 weapons having a total yield of 2100 
megatons.7 

5. Portions of the NSTAP are quoted or described in Message, CNO to CINCLANTFLT, CINC- 
PACFLT, CINCUSNAVEUR, R201933Z November 1960, NSTL/SIOP Messages, Exclusives and 
Personals, AAB, NHC; Memo, Op-06C to Op-00, Subject: CNO Discussions regarding NSTL/ 
SIOP with Generals Lemnitzer, Decker, and Spivy on 9 Nov., with Enclosure, Precis re Army 
participation in the NSTL/SIOP dated 1 November 1960, BM00211-60, 8 November 1960; Special 
Edition, Flag Officers Dope, 4 December 1960; and Memo for the Record, by Rear Admiral Paul 
Blackburn, Subject: "Comments on the Questions," no serial, 12 October 1960, all in Memos 
and Letters (NSTL) Folder, AAB, NHC; and letter, Thomas Gates to Brigadier General A.J. 
Goodpaster, 10 August 1960, with draft memo to the JCS and TABS B and C, in Department of 
Defense Vol. IV-7, August 1960 Folder, Box 2, Department of Defense Subseries, Subject Series, 
White House Office, Staff Secretary (hereafter WHO-SS), DDEL. 
6. In the summer of 1981, the Department of the Navy Declassification Team conducted two 
separate declassification reviews of five folders in the Arleigh Burke papers, NHC: the NSTL- 
SIOP Briefing Folder, the Memos & Letters (NSTL) Folder, the NSTL/SIOP Messages Folder, 
the Transcripts & Phone Cons (NSTL) Folder, and the NSTL/SIOP Messages-Exclusives & 
Personals Folder. A substantial portion of each of these folders was declassified. The information 
and statistics on the NSTAP, NSTL, and SIOP in this paper are based on information contained 
in those folders, particularly the periodic reports sent to Admiral Burke by Navy representatives 
in Omaha, and internal Office of the Chief of Naval Operations memoranda discussing Navy 
courses of action to deal with the evolving planning effort. Since JCS papers remain classified, 
it is not possible to confirm the accuracy and completeness of this information. 
7. This information is derived from material contained in Special Edition, Flag Officers Dope, 4 
December 1960; Memo, Rear Admiral C.V. Ricketts (Op-60) to Op-00, Op-60 BM-0001028-60, 
Subject: JCS 2056/189, The Initial NSTL & SIOP, 22 November 1960; Memo, Arleigh Burke for 
General Lemnitzer, Op-00 Memo 000683-60, Subject: NSTL/SIOP, 22 November 1960; Memo, 
Rear Admiral Paul Blackburn, Op-60C, to Op-00, BM-000222-60, Subject: Message Traffic Be- 
tween CINCs and CNO, comments concerning, with Enclosures 1 and 2 summarizing messages; 
Resume of NSTL-SIOP Briefing, Offutt AFB, 28 September 1960, Attached to Op-06C to Op-00, 
BM-000167-60, 29 September; and Joint Strategic Target Planning Agency, Memo for the Record, 
Subject: Minutes of 1st Meeting of the Policy Committee, B-76824, 14 September 1960, all in 
Memos and Letters (NSTL) Folder, AAB, NHC; and Message, to RBEP with JCS, Report of 
Preliminary Review of SIOP-62, 182250Z January 1961; Message, CNO to CINCPAC, CINC- 
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The SIOP aimed for an assurance of delivery factor of 97 percent for the first 200 
DGZs, and 93 percent for the next 400, well above the goals established by the 
NSTAP.8 To achieve such levels, multiple strikes with high yield weapons were laid 
on against many individual targets. Little effort was made to develop an objectives 
plan based on what targets would have to be destroyed to achieve U.S. war aims. 
Instead the SIOP was a capabilities plan, aimed at utilizing all available forces to achieve 
maximum destruction.9 As a result, although it eliminated duplication in targeting, 
it did not reduce the size of the target list. The plan made no distinction among 
different target systems, but called for simultaneous attacks on nuclear delivery forces, 
governmental control centers, and the urban-industrial base. 

Navy leaders were quick to criticize the completed SIOP. They pointed out that 
the JSTPS had failed to determine the minimum force necessary to achieve military 
objectives, and had failed to leave an adequate reserve for follow-up strikes. They 
strongly objected to the excessively high damage and assurance criteria, and to SAC's 
failure to consider the secondary effects of blast, fire, and radiation in projecting 
damage. One Navy estimate noted that according to SAC's criteria, the damage 
caused by a 13 kiloton bomb on Hiroshima could only be assured by assigning 300 
to 500 kilotons of weapons to a similar target.'0 Such inefficient, redundant targeting 
would also cause unmanageable levels of radioactive fallout. Admiral Harry Felt 
worried that if the whole SIOP were executed, his Pacific Command might have to 
be "more concerned about residual radiation.damage resulting from our own weapons 
than from those of the enemy.""1 Another Navy message noted that executing just 
the alert force portion of the SIOP, "and assuming only one weapon delivered to 
each DGZ, the fallout already exceeds JCS limits for points such as Helsinki, Berlin, 
Budapest, Northern Japan, and Seoul."'12 

Even more important, the SIOP was not tailored to either retaliation or preemption. 
As Burke observed: "counterforce receives higher precedence than is warranted for 

PACFLT, CINCLANTFLT, CINCUSNAVEUR, 241843Z November 1960; Cable, Brigadier General 
J.A. Spivy, USA, JCS Liaison Group Offutt, to JCS for Director, Joint Staff, Subject: 11th Weekly 
Activity Report-14th Meeting of Policy Committee, November 15-16, 19 November 1960; Mes- 
sage, CNO to CINCPACFLT, CINCLANTFLT, CINCUSNAVEUR, 0051/06 November 1960; and 
Message, CINCLANT to CNO, From Vice Admiral Fitzhugh Lee for Rear Admiral Blackburn, 
Subject: JSTPS Progress, 2031Z/22 October 1960; all in NSTL/SIOP Messages Folder, AAB, NHC. 
Five hundred ninety-nine DGZs covered nuclear delivery capability and government and military 
control centers; 151 covered the urban industrial base. This comprised the "Minimum NSTL." 
There were also 227 defensive DGZs, and 65 "other" DGZs, for a total NSTL of 1042. Cable, 
Spivy to JCS, 19 November 1960. 
8. Memo, Burke to Lemnitzer, 22 November 1960; Message, CINCLANT to CNO, Subject: 
JSTPS Progress, 2031Z/22 October 1960. 
9. Message, CNO to CINCPACFLT, CINCLANTFLT, CINCUSNAVEUR, 0051/06 November 
1960; and Special Edition, Flag Officers Dope, 4 December 1960. 
10. Precis appended to Memo, Op-06C to Op-00, BM-00211-60, 8 November 1960. 
11. Message, CINCPAC to RBEP with JCS, Report of Preliminary Review of SIOP-62, 182250Z 
January 1961, NSTL-SIOP Messages Folder, AAB, NHC. 
12. Message, CINCLANT to CNO, Subject: JSTPS Progress, 2031Z/22 October 1960. 
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a retaliatory plan, and less precedence than is warranted for an initiative plan."''3 He 
thought that plans should be made for each option under consideration, as well as 
for discriminating between Soviet targets and those in satellite nations.'4 

Burke communicated Navy concern through various channels to Eisenhower, who 
in early November dispatched his science adviser, Harvard professor George B. 
Kistiakowsky, to Omaha. Kistiakowsky came away convinced that the SAC/JSTPS 
"damage criteria and the directives to the planners are such as to lead to unnecessary 
and undesirable overkill. "'5 He found that many judgments made in preparing the 
plans were arbitrary, and the SAC's vaunted computer procedures were in some 
cases "sheer bull." The SIOP itself, made up from a "background of plenty" in 
weapons and delivery systems, made a virtue of excess: "I believe that the alert force 
is probably all right, but not the follow-on forces which carry megatons to kill 4 and 
5 times over somebody who is already dead. "16 

Kistiakowsky presented his evaluation to the President on the morning of Novem- 
ber 25. The presentation, Eisenhower confided to his naval aide, Captain E.P. "Pete" 
Aurand, "frighten[ed] the devil out of me." The sheer numbers of targets, the re- 
dundant targeting, and the enormous overkill surprised and horrified him. Kistia- 
kowsky, a scientist who represented no parochial service interest, had made the 
President realize that the SIOP might not be a rational instrument for controlling 
nuclear planning, but rather an engine generating escalating force requirements. He 
wondered whether a better strategy might be to reserve the Polaris force as a back- 
up, and allow SAC "to have just one whack-not ten whacks" at each target, relying 
on Polaris "to clean up what isn't done," with the aid of reconnaissance satellites. 
We have got to set limits, he told Aurand, "We've got to get this thing right down 
to the deterrence. ''17 

This paper describes the events and decisions within the United States government 
which led from the advent of the atomic bomb in 1945 through the first SIOP. It 
addresses nuclear strategy not as an exercise in conceptualizationi but rather as a 
complex endeavor, partly intellectual and partly bureaucratic. It focuses specifically 
on the strategic and operational planning process for nuclear war-where concepts 
were translated into damage criteria, tactics, targets, and weapons-and how that 
process related to dynamics such as high policy guidance, strategic theory, and 
technological development which should have served to control and regulate it. It is 
essentially a study in the failure of regulation. 

13. Message, CNO to CINCLANTFLT, CINCPACFLT, CINCUSNAVEUR, R 201933Z November 
1960. 
14. Memo, Arleigh Burke to Rear Admiral Blackburn, Subject: Political Aspects of the SIOP, 
Serial 0653-60, 9 November 1960, in Originator's File, AAB, NHC. 
15. George B. Kistiakowsky, A Scientist at the White House (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1976), pp. 396, 399-400, 405-407, 413-416; Transcript, Tel Con, Admiral Burke and Dr. Kistia- 
kowsky, October 24, 1960, Transcripts & Phone Cons (NSTL) Folder, AAB, NHC. 
16. Kistiakowsky, quoted in Transcript, Admiral Burke's conversation with Admiral [James] 
Russell, November 11, 1960, in Transcripts & Phone Cons (NSTL) Folder, AAB, NHC. 
17. Transcript, Admiral Burke's Conversation with Captain Aurand, 25 November 1960, in 
Transcripts & Phone Cons (NSTL) Folder, AAB, NHC. 
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THE BUREAUCRATIC STRUCTURE 
During the 1945-1960 period, American nuclear strategy was developed at three 
separate levels of government. At the highest level, the National Security Council 
(NSC), with the approval of the President, defined national security objectives and 
promulgated policy guidance concerning nuclear weapons in foreign affairs and 
military strategy. The Secretary of Defense, the Secretary of State, and the Chairman 
of the Atomic Energy Commission (AEC) were the most important actors in NSC 
decisions on such matters as the expansion of nuclear production, the deployment 
of nuclear weapons in the U.S. and abroad, and the sharing of nuclear weapons 
information with allies. Although the Secretary of Defense was the primary link 
between the military and the President, most defense secretaries during this period, 
with the notable exceptions of James Forrestal and Thomas Gates, did not take the 
initiative in advising the President on fundamental questions of nuclear strategy.'8 

It was the President himself, by virtue of his constitutional authority as Commander 
in Chief of the Armed Forces, and his statutory responsibility under the Atomic 
Energy Acts of 1946 and 1954, who had the ultimate say on nuclear weapons. Because 
of the compartmentalized secrecy surrounding these weapons, analysis of high policy 
in the Truman and Eisenhower years often comes down to the questions Senator 
Howard Baker focused on during the Watergate hearings of 1973: what did the 
President know, and when did he know it? Equally important, how well did he 
understand the information he was provided with? 

At the second level of nuclear strategy were the military planners who attempted 
to translate high policy guidance into strategic plans and concepts. From 1948 on, 
the Joint Chiefs of Staff produced a series of strategic plans, usually on an annual 
basis. Those most directly concerned with nuclear conflict were the Joint Outline 
Emergency War Plan, which in 1952 became the Joint Strategic Capabilities Plan 
(JSCP), and the Joint-Mid-Range War Plan, which in 1952 became the Joint Strategic 
Objectives Plan ( JSOP). The JSCP prescribed courses of action for immediately avail- 
able forces in a global war during the current fiscal year, while the JSOP attempted 
to set force requirements over a four to six year time period. Targeting and damage 
criteria for the use of nuclear weapons were contained in Annex C to the JSCP. 

This JCS guidance was in turn translated into target lists and operational plans. 
Through the mid-1950s, the Air Intelligence Production Division (later Air Targets 
Division) of the Air Force Directorate of Intelligence prepared the target lists. The 
Strategic Air Command had primary responsibility for operational planning. At this 

18. This command structure is discussed in greater detail in Frank G. Klotz, The U.S. President 
and the Control of Strategic Nuclear Weapons (Ph.D. dissertation, Oxford University, 1980). Earlier, 
more general accounts include Ernest R. May, ed., The Ultimate Decision, the President as Com- 
mander in Chief (New York: George Brazillier, 1960); Richard F. Haynes, The Awesome Power, 
Harry S Truman as Commander in Chief (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1973); 
and Douglas Kinnard, President Eisenhower and Strategy Management: A Study in Defense Politics 
(Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 1977). On the role of the Secretary of Defense, the 
best recent study is Douglas Kinnard, The Secretary of Defense (Lexington: University Press of 
Kentucky, 1980). 
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level, nuclear strategy was a pragmatic exercise in problem solving. The challenge 
confronting SAC was how best to employ available nuclear resources to achieve the 
objectives contained in the JSCP.'9 

SAC occupied a nearly unique position in U.S. operational war planning. It was 
both a separate major Air Force administrative command under the Air Force Chief 
of Staff and a specified command within the JCS national unified and specified 
command system. As a specified command, with primary responsibility for carrying 
out the time-urgent massive nuclear strikes on the Soviet homeland mandated by 
JCS war plans, SAC prepared its own annual war plans for JCS review and approval. 
By contrast, Army nuclear-armed artillery and missiles, Navy carrier task forces with 
their nuclear strike aircraft, and Air Force tactical nuclear fighters, light bombers, and 
guided missiles all were under the planning aegis and operational control of JCS 
mixed-service unified commanders in Europe, the Atlantic, and the Pacific. All the 
services had a strong interest in attempting to influence the content and direction of 
SAC's nuclear targeting and attack plans through the JCS review process, but SAC's 
semi-autonomous stature gave the command and its leaders a tremendous advantage 
in achieving their objectives in Pentagon bureaucratic struggles. 

There were three external dynamics which influenced the development of nuclear 
strategy in this era. The first was technological change, which created new strategic 
challenges and options, while setting real, though expanding, limits on how nuclear 
weapons could be employed. 

The second was the work of strategic theorists, both inside and outside the gov- 
ernment, who engaged in critical and speculative inquiry into the possibilities and 
dangers of the nuclear era. Although such conceptual work was important in shaping 
public perceptions, and occasionally influenced the thinking of high policymakers or 
strategic planners, it generally had little relevance in the 1945-1960 period to the 
pragmatic concerns of operational planners.20 

19. The basic structure of United States war planning is described in Robert D. Little, Organizing 
for Strategic Planning: The National System and the Air Force (Washington, D.C.: USAF Historical 
Division Liaison Office, 1964, declassified with deletions 1975); George F. Lemmer, The Air Force 
and the Concept of Deterrence, 1945-1950 (Washington, D.C.: USAF Historical Division Liaison 
Office, 1963, declassified with deletions 1975); George F. Lemmer, The Air Force and Strategic 
Deterrence, 1951-1960 (Washington, D.C.: Office of Air Force History, 1967, declassified with 
deletions 1980); and James F. Schnabel, Kenneth W. Condit, and Walter S. Poole, The History of 
the Joint Chiefs of Staff, The Joint Chiefs of Staff and National Policy, Vol. 1: 1945-1947, Vol. 2: 1947- 
1949, Vol. 4: 1950-1952 (Wilmington, Del.: Michael Glazier, 1979, 1980). The JSCP/JSOP structure 
is mandated in JCS Policy Memo 84, Joint Program for Planning, July 14, 1952, and its revisions 
of 27 July 1955 and 8 April 1960, in CCS 381 (11-29-49) Sec. 3 and 24, and CCS 3100, Plans (13 
April 1959), respectively, all in Record Group 218, Papers of the United States Joint Chiefs of 
Staff, Modern Military Branch, U.S. National Archives (hereafter cited as JCS). 
20. The work of strategic theorists is best described in Bernard Brodie, The American Scientific 
Strategists, P2979 (Santa Monica, Calif.: Rand Corporation, October 1964); Bernard Brodie, War 
and Politics (New York: MacMillan, 1973), especially Chapter 10; Colin Gray, Strategic Studies and 
Public Policy: The American Experience (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 1982); and Bruce 
L.R. Smith, The RAND Corporation, Case Study of a Non Profit Advisory Corporation (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1966). 
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The third and most significant variable was intelligence estimates. The Central 
Intelligence Agency (CIA) controlled most U.S. intelligence resources, but it had to 
battle the Air Force (and SAC), which had official responsibility for air intelligence, 
for such significant assets as the U-2 high altitude reconnaissance aircraft which began 
overflights in 1956, and the first reconnaissance satellites launched in 1960. All of 
these assets were far from perfect in providing completely accurate and timely infor- 
mation, and finished intelligence estimates based on them often contained bureau- 
cratic disputes over conclusions in their appendices and footnotes. Targeting esti- 
mates, prepared by Air Force analysts in Washington and Omaha, were subject to 
less dispute. The JCS and the services had neither the time nor manpower to challenge 
such estimates in detail, and the lists grew unchecked as additional intelligence 
suggested new possibilities, thus boosting overall estimates of weapons and force 
level requirements.21 

The Truman Years: Establishing Frameworks 

Harry S Truman laid the groundwork for postwar nuclear planning, but his legacy 
was one of ambiguity. Truman established through the Atomic Energy Act of 1946 a 
system that made atomic weapons a separate part of the nation's arsenal, with the 
President of the United States the sole authority over their use. He also presided over 
rapid expansion of the nuclear stockpile, approved steps which would result in the 
production of both tactical nuclear weapons and the thermonuclear "super bomb," 
and left his successor a pattern of strategic planning which made a first strike on the 
Soviet Union's nuclear capability the highest priority in the event of war. 

For the first several years of his administration, President Truman remained very 
much isolated from the entire issue of nuclear strategy. The obsessive secrecy sur- 
rounding all atomic information during this period meant that even the highest 
policymakers did not have ready access to information about American nuclear ca- 
pability. From the fall of 1945 to the spring of 1947, President Truman was not officially 
advised of the size of the American nuclear stockpile, although General Dwight 
Eisenhower, who as Army Chief of Staff received reports from Manhattan District 
head General Leslie Groves, apparently briefed him informally in September 1946. 
High level military decision-makers were no better informed. As late as February 
1947, the Secretary of the Navy and the Chief of Naval Operations each thought the 
other knew the size of the nuclear stockpile, when in fact neither had been told.22 

Extreme secrecy was compounded by Truman's unwillingness, or inability, to 
conceive of the atomic bomb as anything other than an apocalyptic terror weapon, a 
weapon of last resort. His official policy initiatives through 1948 focused exclusively 

21. The best studies of this process are Lawrence Freedman, U.S. Intelligence and the Soviet 
Strategic Threat (Boulder, Colo.: Westview Press, 1977) and John Prados, The Soviet Estimate: U.S. 
Intelligence Analysis and Russian Military Strength (New York: Dial Press, 1982). 
22. David Alan Rosenberg, "U.S. Nuclear Stockpile, 1945 to 1950," The Bulletin of the Atomic 
Scientists, Volume 38 (May 1982), pp. 25-30. 
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on the goals of establishing civilian control over American nuclear resources, including 
production facilities and the weapons stockpile, and seeking international control of 
atomic energy in the United Nations. He was successful in establishing the AEC and 
fending off bids by the military for control of the stockpile. The effort to achieve 
international control, however, was complicated by perceptions of scientists and 
policymakers who believed the United States could use the atomic bomb to mold the 
postwar world, and the inherent difficulty of defining a reasonable diplomatic frame- 
work for controlling a powerful but still immature technology. It finally foundered 
on the imperious posturing of the United Nations delegation headed by Bernard 
Baruch, and the intransigence of the Soviet Union. Nevertheless, international control 
remained the only official policy enunciated by the U.S. government relative to atomic 
weapons through the summer of 1948.23 

FIRST EFFORTS TO DEFINE NUCLEAR POLICY 
Lack of high level policy guidance combined with the effects of extreme secrecy to 
retard coordinated planning for nuclear war. For two years after Nagasaki, the JCS 
did not collectively or formally review or approve any plan contemplating the use of 
atomic bombs, although joint and service war planners (who did not receive specific 
clearance for nuclear weapons information until early 1947) were generally convinced 
that the nation would be forced to employ its atomic arsenal in any major confron- 
tation with the Soviet Union.24 

The first operationally oriented atomic target list was prepared in the summer of 
1947, and incorporated into Joint Outline Emergency War Plan BROILER that fall.25 
JCS war plans FROLIC and HALFMOON which followed BROILER placed heavy 
emphasis on an atomic air offensive. In May 1948, however, President Truman, still 
believing that nuclear weapons might be outlawed and convinced that the American 
people would not tolerate their use for "aggressive purposes," ordered an alternate 

23. The most reliable overviews of U.S. policy on domestic and international control of atomic 
energy are Barton J. Bernstein, "The Quest for Security: American Foreign Policy and Interna- 
tional Control of the Atomic Bomb, 1942-1946," The Journal of American History, Volume 60 
(March 1974), pp. 1003-1044; and Richard G. Hewlett and Oscar E. Anderson, A History of the 
United States Atomic Energy Commission, Vol. I, The New World, 1939-1946 (University Park, Pa.: 
Pennsylvania State University Press, 1962). 
24. Rosenberg, "U.S. Nuclear Stockpile," pp. 27-28. See also David Alan Rosenberg, "Planning 
for a PINCHER War: Policy Objectives and Military Strategy in American Planning for War with 
the Soviet Union, 1945-1948," unpublished paper presented at Annual Meeting of the Society 
for Historians of American Foreign Relations, July 1978. An example of the paralysis imposed 
in U.S. war planning by Truman's continuing adherence to a policy of international control may 
be seen in JCS 1725/1, 13 February 1947, CCS 004.04 (11-4-46) Sec. 3, JCS, which is the United 
States's first strategic concept war plan in support of industrial mobilization planning, and 
which anticipated that the United States would not employ nuclear weapons in a conflict with 
the USSR. The first JCS discussions of what actions should be taken if international control 
efforts failed are contained in JCS 1764 to JCS 1764/1, 14 July to 13 August 1947, CCS 471.6 (8- 
15-45) Sec. 5, JCS. 
25. JWPC 486/7, 29 July 1947, CCS 004.04 (11-4-46) Bulky Package 1-A, and JSPG 496/1, 8 
November 1947, CCS 381, USSR (3-2-46) Sec. 8, both JCS. 
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conventional plan prepared.26 The Joint Chiefs began work on such a plan, but 
abandoned the effort when, on July 28, 1948, in the midst of the worsening Berlin 
crisis, Secretary of Defense James Forrestal ordered them on his own authority to 
reinstitute planning for the atomic offensive.27 

Since the spring of 1948, Forrestal, Secretary of the Army Kenneth Royall, and Air 
Force leaders had been pressing for a determination as to what circumstances might 
justify use of the atomic bomb. In early July, the Air Force placed a paper before the 
NSC staff which discussed the possible repercussions of any policy statement on the 
use of nuclear weapons, and the inherent tension between the presidential preroga- 
tive to control those weapons and the need to make advance plans and preparations 
for their use. 

This open-ended statement was concurred in by the State Department leadership, 
including Policy Planning Staff head George Kennan, Undersecretary Robert Lovett, 
and Secretary George Marshall. It was presented to the NSC in September, with two 
brief conclusions added which made explicit, but did not resolve, the tensions ad- 
dressed in the Air Force statement. The first conclusion recognized that the military 
"must be ready to utilize promptly and effectively all appropriate means available, 
including atomic weapons" in the event of hostilities, and must "plan accordingly." 
The second conclusion, however, accorded "the decision as to the employment of 
atomic weapons in the event of war" solely to "the Chief Executive when he considers 
such a decision to be required."28 These two conclusions were approved by President 
Truman as NSC-30 on September 16, 1948, and remained the sole general NSC 
statement on U.S. policy for atomic warfare approved by the President through at 
least 1959. 

NSC-30 did not even begin to address what conditions might justify the use of the 
atomic bomb, what objectives were to be sought through its use, or what targets it 
might be used against. In November 1947, Air Force General Hoyt Vandenberg laid 
out some of the questions which required answers: 

In a war with the USSR is our purpose to destroy the Russian people, industry, the 
Communist party, the Communist hierarchy, or a combination of these? ... Will 
there be a requirement to occupy, possibly reconstruct, Russia after victory, or can 
we seal off the country, letting it work out its own salvation?29 

26. William D. Leahy Diary, 5-6 May 1948, William D. Leahy Papers, Manuscript Division, 
Library of Congress (hereafter cited as LC); David Alan Rosenberg, "American Atomic Strategy 
and the Hydrogen Bomb Decision," The Journal of American History, Volume 66 (June 1979), p. 
79. 
27. Diary entry, 28 July 1948, James V. Forrestal Diary, NHC; William G. Lalor, Memo for the 
Record, DM-51, 28 July 1948, CCS 004.04 (11-4-46) Sec. 9, JCS. 
28. NSC-30, United States Policy on Atomic Warfare, U.S. Department of State, Foreign Relations 
of the United States (hereafter cited as FRUS) 1948, Vol. I, General: The United Nations (Washington, 
D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1976), pp. 624-628. 
29. Memorandum, Vandenberg to the Secretary of the Air Force, 8 November 1947, OPD 381 
(5 November 1947) Record Group 341, Papers of the Chief of Staff of the United States Air 
Force, Modern Military Branch, National Archives (hereafter cited as CSAF). 
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On November 23, 1948, the NSC addressed at least some of these questions in 
NSC-20/4, a State Department paper prepared at the urging of Defense Secretary 
Forrestal.30 NSC-20/4 laid out broad U.S. objectives vis-a-vis the Soviet Union. The 
goal in a general war would be to reduce or eliminate Soviet or "bolshevik" control 
inside and outside the Soviet Union. No "predetermined requirement for uncondi- 
tional surrender" was established, nor was the need to occupy the Soviet Union 
foreseen.31 The very general guidance contained in NSC-20/4 was all the military 
would receive under the Truman Administration, and it prefaced all war plans 
through 1954. 

NSC-30 and NSC-20/4 embody the ambiguous if not schizophrenic character of 
Truman's strategic policy. Unwilling to predetermine a scenario for the destruction 
of Soviet society, the NSC provided no guidance on when and how the atomic bomb 
might be used, and left the decision to use the bomb, and the burden of moral 
responsibility, where it had always been, with the President alone. Planning for the 
use of nuclear weapons was authorized, however, because the Berlin crisis made it 
imperative that the option be kept open. What Truman and the NSC apparently did 
not foresee was that increasing numbers of prospective Soviet targets, the growing 
complexity of atomic weapons and their delivery systems, improvements in Soviet 
air defenses and Soviet acquisition of atomic bombs would require increasingly rigid 
operational planning, a trend which would steadily reduce the choices available to 
the President in a nuclear confrontation. 

NUCLEAR FORCES AND TARGETING PRIORITIES 
In the absence of specific policy guidance, the most critical determinant in strategic 
and operational planning was capability. From 1945 through 1948, the vaunted era 
of American nuclear monopoly, the nation's stockpile and delivery capability were 
extremely limited. There were only two weapons in the stockpile at the end of 1945, 
nine in July 1946, thirteen in July 1947, and fifty in July 1948. None of these weapons 
was assembled. They were all Mark 3 "Fat Man" implosion bombs, which weighed 
10,000 pounds, were relatively inefficient in their use of fissionable material, and took 
39 men over two days to assemble. Because the bombs were so large and heavy, they 
could only be loaded on their bombers by installing a special hoist in a twelve foot 
by fourteen foot by eight foot deep pit, trundling the bomb into the pit, rolling the 

30. The background of the NSC-20 series is most readily documented in FRUS, 1948, Vol. I, pp. 
589-669. See also Forrestal's argument that the JCS needed "to know what we propose to do 
with Russia after we may have defeated her," in Memorandum for the President, summarizing 
the 17th Meeting of the National Security Council, August 6, 1948, Memo for the President- 
Meeting Discussions (1948) Folder, Box 220, Subject File, President's Secretary's File, Harry S 
Truman Papers (hereafter cited as PSF), Harry -S Truman Library, Independence, Missouri 
(hereafter cited as HSTL). 
31. NSC 20/4, U.S. Objectives with Respect to the USSR to Counter Soviet Threats to U.S. 
Security, 23 November 1948, which was made available to the JCS as NSC 20/3 in JCS 1903/3, 5 
November 1948, with Note by the Secretaries, 29 November 1948, appended, CCS 381 (5-13-45) 
Sec. 4, JCS. 
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aircraft over it, and then hoisting the weapon into the specially modified bomb bay. 
Through 1948, there were only about 30 B-29s in the Strategic Air Command modified 
to drop atomic bombs, all in the 509th Bomb Group based in Roswell, New Mexico.32 

Visionaries since the advent of flight had anticipated a time when air armies could 
lay waste to an enemy country at the beginning of a war, and the atomic bomb 
offered this potential. Nevertheless, the first atomic war planners faced a military 
challenge without precedent. The enemy's territory was vast and unknown. Target 
planners had to rely on pre-World War II and even Tsarist era maps, or at best 
German aerial photos from 1942-1943. Because of limited capability and inadequate 
intelligence, American bomber crews could only hope to penetrate to their targets 
under cover of darkness and bad weather, and lacked the necessary radar data, in 
terrain that was often snow-covered, to locate precise aim points.33 

World War II experience had shown that attacks on specific target systems such as 
transportation, petroleum, and electric power were more effective in crippling an 
enemy's war-making capacity than indiscriminate bombing of urban areas. Air Force 
conventional war plans of 1946 and 1947 identified the Russian transportation system 
as "the most vital cog in the war machine of the U.S.S.R.," but concluded that at 
least one million tons of bombs would be required "to destroy even a small portion 
of the rail network alone of Eastern Europe." Since disruption of the entire Soviet 
bloc transportation system was clearly infeasible, the petroleum industry, located 
primarily in cities, was identified as the most critical target system vulnerable to 
bombing attack.4 

When nuclear war planning began in earnest, this focus was diluted, reflecting 
scarce resources, poor intelligence, and operational difficulties. By the fall of 1947, 
100 urban centers had been identified for atomic attack, and some Air Force planners 
were beginning to talk "about bonus effects and industrial capital," and "what was 
a city besides a collection of industry?"35 From 1947 through 1949, the separate target 
systems within the Soviet Union grew less important, while governmental control 
centers and "urban industrial concentrations" became primary objectives. In 1948, 
when SAC prepared its first operational plan, even this level of distinction was not 
maintained. SAC's aim points were "selected with the primary objective of the an- 
nihilation of population, with industrial targets incidental."36 

The size of the contemplated air offensive expanded along with the nuclear stock- 
pile. The target list which became part of war plan BROILER called for 34 bombs on 

32. Rosenberg, "U.S. Nuclear Stockpile, 1945 to 1950," pp. 26-29. 
33. Ibid., p. 29. See also JIC 439/11, 19 July 1949, and JCS 1952/8, 25 August 1949, in CCS 373 
(10-23-48) Secs. 3 and 5, respectively, JCS. 
34. Air Plan for MAKEFAST, 10 October 1946, PO 381 (10 September 1946) CSAF. 
35. Robert Frank Futrell, Ideas, Concepts, Doctrine: A History of Basic Thinking in the U.S. Air Force, 
1907-1964 (Maxwell Air Force Base, Ala.: Aerospace Studies Institute, 1971), p. 218. 
36. Robert D. Little, The History of Air Force Participation in the Atomic Energy Program, 1943-1953, 
Vol. II, Foundations of An Atomic Air Force and Operation SANDSTONE, 1946-1948 (Washington, 
D.C.: Air University Historical Liaison Office, 1955, declassified with deletions 1981), pp. 264- 
265. 
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24 cities. The Air Force HARROW war plan, which served to support JCS war plans 
FROLIC and HALFMOON, contemplated dropping 50 bombs on 20 Soviet cities. 
Joint war plan TROJAN, approved in December 1948, called for attacks on 70 Soviet 
cities with 133 atomic bombs.37 

The expansion of the stockpile did not resolve the planners' strategic problems. In 
May 1949, an ad hoc committee headed by Air Force Lieutenant General H.R. Harmon 
reported to the JCS that even if all 133 bombs detonated precisely on their aim points 
this would not in itself "bring about capitulation, destroy the roots of Communism, 
or critically weaken the power of Soviet leadership to dominate the people." Soviet 
military capability to take "selected areas" of Western Europe, the Middle East, and 
Far East "would not be seriously impaired," although fuel and lubricant shortages 
would subsequently decrease troop mobility. A 30 to 40 percent reduction in industrial 
capacity would be achieved, but follow-up attacks would be necessary to prevent 
recovery. The Harmon Committee recognized that the air offensive would produce 
"reactions detrimental to the achievement of Allied war objectives," but concluded 
that since it would be "the only means of inflicting shock and serious damage to vital 
elements of the Soviet war making capacity . .. the advantages of its early use would 
be transcending."38 

Th-e Harmon Report had three immediate impacts. First, it served to reinforce the 
position of critics in the Navy and elsewhere who objected to the concept of using 
the atomic offensive as the centerpiece of U.S. war planning and questioned the 
efficacy of mass attacks on urban centers. Second, it contributed to a reassessment of 
requirements for nuclear weapons which resulted in a substantial expansion of nuclear 
production. Finally, in conjunction with the North Atlantic treaty which committed 
the United States for the first time to defending Western Europe, it led the JCS to 
task the Strategic Air Command in the fall of 1949 with "retardation of Soviet advances 
in Western Europe."39 

Through 1950, the nuclear stockpile was still too small and the weapons too large 
and unwieldy to be used against true tactical targets, such as troops and transportation 
bottlenecks.40 The October 1949 target annex for Joint Outline Emergency War Plan 
OFFTACKLE called for attacks on 104 urban targets with 220 atomic bombs, plus a 
re-attack reserve of 72 weapons. The prime objective was still to disrupt the Soviet 
will to wage war. The only retardation targets were petroleum refineries, electric 
power plants, submarine building yards, and synthetic ammonia plants, including 
some in Eastern Europe.41 

A third targeting category was soon added. On August 15, 1950, amid mounting 

37. JWPC 486/7, 29 July 1947; Rosenberg, "American Atomic Strategy and the Hydrogen Bomb 
Decision," pp. 68-71. 
38. JCS 1953/1, 12 May 1949, CCS 373 (10-23-48) Bulky Package, JCS. 
39. Rosenberg, "American Atomic Strategy and the Hydrogen Bomb Decision," pp. 73-75. 
40. Ibid., pp. 75-76; Rosenberg, "U.S. Nuclear Stockpile, 1945 to 1950," pp. 26, 29-30. 
41. JCS 2056, 31 August 1949 (Enclosure B, declassified with deletions, October 1978), and JCS 
2056/3, 23 November 1949, CCS 373.11 (12-14-48) Sec. 1, JCS. Bomb numbers are contained in 
JCS 1952/11, 10 February 1950, CCS 373 (10-23-48) Bulky Package, JCS. 
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anxiety over the ongoing conflict in Korea, the JCS formally assigned "first priority" 
to "the destruction of known targets affecting the Soviet capability to deliver atomic 
bombs." The retardation mission was given second priority "because of the fleeting 
nature of the majority of important retardation targets." Third priority was assigned 
to attacks on the Soviet liquid fuel, electric power, and atomic energy industries. 
These categories were subsequently codenamed BRAVO, ROMEO, and DELTA, for 
blunting, retardation, and disruption/destruction of war-making capacity, respec- 
tively. With some changes, particularly a broadening of the industrial targets category, 
they formed a basic framework for U.S. nuclear targeting for nearly a decade.42 

Military planners had been worried about defending against an enemy armed with 
atomic weapons and long range aircraft since September 1945. The first JCS postwar 
strategic concept had noted that the U.S. must be ready "to strike the first blow if 
necessary . .. when it becomes evident that the forces of aggression are being arrayed 
against us."43 The 1947 final report of the JCS Evaluation Board on the Bikini tests 
had recommended that Congress be requested to redefine "acts of aggression" to 
include "the readying of atomic weapons against us," and to authorize the President, 
"after consultation with the Cabinet, to order atomic bomb retaliation" to prevent 
attack on the U.S. This proposal remained active until August 7, 1950, when it was 
dropped by the JCS at the recommendation of Admiral Forrest Sherman, the Chief 
of Naval Operations, because it was "highly questionable as to constitutionality."44 
By then, advance allocations for production of nuclear weapons to be used in a 
"counter-offensive against anticipated Soviet atomic forces" were being made and 
attacks on Soviet nuclear capability were being written into draft war plans.45 

Despite the new targeting priorities, blunting targets were not quickly incorporated 
into operational plans and target lists. The target annex submitted for JCS consider- 
ation in November 1950 included neither BRAVO nor ROMEO targets because such 
targets had "either not yet been determined or [were] targets of opportunity."46 Some 
of the 300 bombs called for may have been allocated to these missions, but most were 
earmarked for the three industries highlighted in the August guidance. The added 
emphasis on specific industries was evident in shifts in the target list. An aim point 
which had been directly over the Kremlin, for example, was moved to halfway 
between the Kremlin and an electric power station located one mile to the south.47 

42. JCS 2056/7, 12 August 1950, with Decision, 15 August 1950, CCS 373.11 (12-14-48), Sec. 2, 
JCS. 
43. JCS 1496/3, 19 September 1945 and JCS 1518, 19 September 1945, CCS 381 (5-13-45) Sec. 2, 
JCS. 
44. JCS 1805, 23 September 1947; JCS 1691/10, 29 December 1947; and JCS 1805/21, 26 June 1950, 
with Decision, 7 August 1950, CCS 471.6 (10-16-45) Sec. 9, Parts 1, 2, and 3, respectively, JCS. 
45. JCS 1823/14, 27 May 1949, CCS 471.6 (8-15-45) Sec. 15; JSPC 877/120, 26 June 1950; and JCS 
2143, 12 July 1950, CCS 381 (1-26-50) Sec. 2 and 3 respectively, all JCS. 
46. JCS 2056/13, 28 March 1951, CCS 373.11 (12-14-48) Sec. 4, JCS. 
47. Letter, Bernard Brodie to David A. Rosenberg, August 22, 1977; author's interview with 
Bernard Brodie, Chicago, Illinois, April 29, 1977; Brodie, War and Politics, p. 64; entry, General 
LeMay's Diary, 23 January 1951, Diary #3, 1951 Folder, Box B-64, Curtis E. LeMay Papers, LC; 
Poole, The JCS and National Policy, Vol. IV, pp. 165-166. 
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In December 1950, Yale University professor Bernard Brodie, author of several 
seminal studies on the impact of the atomic bomb on international politics and military 
strategy, was asked by Air Force Chief of Staff Vandenberg to review and comment 
on this target list. Brodie prepared two reports, now lost, which he considered "the 
most important and best thought out documents I ever wrote." Brodie recalled being 
strongly critical of the air target planners' failure to calculate the impact of the 
proposed air offensive. The planners did not know where all the Soviet electrical 
power facilities were located, did not calculate how much damage could be expected 
from planned attacks, and had not estimated how much power the Soviet Union 
could get along without. There was no calculated strategy for destroying Soviet 
capability to make war. The planners "simply expected the Soviet Union 'to collapse' 
as a result of the bombing campaign.... People kept talking about the 'Sunday 
punch."' Brodie urged that targets be identified more selectively, based on analysis 
of what impact their destruction would have, and stressed the need for a study of 
"city-avoidance" strategies to enhance deterrence.48 

SAC SEIZES NUCLEAR PLANNING 
The new target list was strongly criticized from another quarter as well. On January 
22, 1951, General Curtis LeMay, the SAC commander, met in Washington with a 
high level Air Staff target panel to explain the unreasonable operational demands it 
would place on his command. He pointed out that visual pre-strike reconnaissance 
would be required for a disproportionately large number of targets; that isolated 
target complexes would be difficult for air crews to locate visually or with radar in 
unfamiliar and hostile terrain; and that such isolation reduced opportunities for 
"bonus damage." LeMay was convinced that "we should concentrate on industry 
itself which is located in urban areas" so that even if a bomb missed its target, "a 
bonus will be derived from the use of the bomb." Such "very careful selection" of 
target systems would "conserve our stockpile of atomic weapons" while ensuring 
that SAC would cause maximum damage to Soviet war-making capacity.49 

This meeting proved to be a turning point. SAC's concerns about isolated targets, 
reconnaissance requirements, and bonus damage were accepted as major considera- 
tions in target selection. The target panel agreed to submit future lists to SAC for 
comment before sending them to the JCS for approval. Since it was too late to revise 
the list pending before the Joint Chiefs, the group agreed that SAC should continue 
planning based on the more general OFFTACKLE target list. 

Three months later, Bernard Brodie presented his reports to General Vandenberg 
during a hurried meeting. Brodie was not told how his recommendations had been 
received, but he was encouraged in thinking they had made an impact when, in July 
1951, the JCS returned the new target list to the planners for revision. He did not 
learn until later that this decision was a response to LeMay's concerns, formally 

48. Letter, Brodie to Rosenberg, August 22, 1977. 
49. Entry, General LeMay's D>iary, 23 January 1951. 
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presented to the Chiefs in May. Looking back many years later, Brodie wrote that 
the experience was "certainly a shocking one with respect to what I observed as sheer 
frivolousness and stupidity with respect to the treatment of the No. 1 strategic 
problem confronting the U.S. at the time."50 

The emergence of the Strategic Air Command as the dominant force in operational 
planning for nuclear war was a crucial development. SAC was organized in March 
1946, but was largely neglected through 1948 as air leaders worked to establish a 
separate Air Force within a unified National Military Establishment, and struggled 
with the concurrent problems of demobilization, overseas occupation, and budget 
reductions. Then in 1948, the Fiscal Year 1950 budget ceiling forced reliance on the 
strategic air offensive by placing more costly conventional defense postures and 
strategies out of reach, while the Berlin crisis caused the Truman Administration to 
consider seriously for the first time the need to be prepared to deliver U.S. atomic 
weapons against the Soviet homeland. Equally important, technological develop- 
ments confirmed by the Sandstone nuclear weapons tests in the spring of 1948 
suggested that the "doctrine of scarcity" which had governed all previous planning 
for nuclear war might no longer apply. Finally, Curtis LeMay, a powerful personality 
and consummate operational commander, became Commanding General of SAC in 
October 1948. 

LeMay was appalled at the lack of operational readiness in his new command, and 
quickly initiated a crash program to build up a "mobile operational force" capable of 
delivering at least 80 percent of the atomic stockpile simultaneously by January 1, 
1949.51 At the Dualism Conference at the Air University in December 1948, the Air 
Force high command rallied behind LeMay's position that the service's highest prior- 
ity mission was to deliver the SAC atomic offensive "in one fell swoop telescoping 
mass and time." From then on, LeMay's budgetary and programming requirements 
for building SAC into a "cocked weapon" were given top priority. Although materiel 
and personnel deficiencies continued to plague SAC into the mid-1950s, its nuclear 
capable aircraft increased from 60 in December 1948 to over 250 by June 1950.52 By 

50. Letter, Brodie to Rosenberg, August 22, 1977; JCS 2056/16, 18 June 1951, with Decision on, 
16 July 1951, CCS 373.11 (12-14-48) Sec. 4, JCS; Poole, The ICS and National Policy, Vol. IV, pp. 
165-167. 
51. "Notes for Discussion with General Vandenberg," 4 November 1948, Diary Folder, Box B- 
64, LeMay Papers, LC; General Curtis E. LeMay with MacKinley Kantor, Mission with LeMay, 
My Story (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1965), pp. 429-447. See also Harry Borowski, A Hollow 
Threat, Containment and Strategic Air Power Before Korea (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 
1982), pp. 162-184, and Letter, Hoyt E. Vandenberg to Commanding General, Strategic Air 
Command, 27 October 1949, Subject: Priority in Preparation for Atomic Warfare, appended to 
Letter, LeMay to General Nathan F. Twining, 6 February 1951, Twining Folder, Box B-60, LeMay 
Papers, LC. 
52. "Briefing on Exercise 'Dualism' Conducted by Colonel John A. Armstrong," 9 December 
1948, A/AE (1948) 354.2 Exercise Dualism, CSAF; Rosenberg, "U.S. Nuclear Stockpile, 1945 to 
1950," pp. 29-30. On SAC problems, see, in particular, Letter, Charles A. Lindbergh to Secretary 
of the Air Force Thomas K. Finletter, 8 June 1950, in Office of the Administrative Assistant, 
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October 1951, SAC was composed of 28 bomber and 7 fighter wings, with 15 consid- 
ered combat ready.53 

The emergence of SAC was rooted in Air Force experience. The air planners were 
all veterans of the bombing campaigns against Germany and Japan. They were 
convinced of the efficacy of strategic bombing, and believed that the Air Force must 
serve as the nation's new first line of defense. Despite doubts about individual 
weapons systems such as the B-36 bomber, Air Force leaders were determined to 
project an image of strength and confidence.54 They were also motivated by the fear, 
largely unfounded, that the Navy and its aviators were attempting to take over the 
strategic bombing mission. One Air Staff officer warned in 1948: "if the Greyhound 
Bus Company can demonstrate a capability of delivering [atomic] bombs better than 
any other agency, that company will get the job.... 

LeMay instilled a spirit in his command which made SAC for a time the nation's 
most elite military unit. SAC air crews trained under a competitive reward system 
that fostered high morale and military proficiency by awarding spot promotions to 
those personnel who achieved Select and Lead crew status. LeMay sponsored the 
development of innovative technology to increase SAC readiness as well. He was 
particularly proud of the specially etched lucite plate radar screen overlays which 
simulated radar images of Russian target areas. These projections were used to train 
air crews to recognize fixed geographic features as guides in locating assigned aim 
points. Special ultrasonic maps and radar intensity charts were also developed, special 
radar reconnaissance procedures were adopted, improvements were made in bomb- 
ing and navigational equipment, and mock Soviet warning radars were built.56 By 

Correspondence Control Division, Special Interest File, 1950, Record Group 340, Papers of the 
Secretary of the Air Force, Modern Military Branch, National Archives; Letter, LeMay to Van- 
denberg, 21 September 1950, Vandenberg Folder, Box B-61, discussing B-29 and B-50 engine 
problems, and paper "Major Deficiencies in the B-47 Aircraft," 26 October 1950, Command 
Papers, Box B-98, both in LeMay Papers, LC. 
53. "Strategic Air Command Progress Analysis, 1 November 1948 to 31 October 1953," Box B- 
100, LeMay Papers, LC, pp. 11-12. 
54. For contrasting views of the B-36 and U.S. strategic capabilities, see the rather pessimistic 
remarks in "Aircraft and Weapons Board Proceedings, 29 December 1948-6 January 1949," Vol. 
1, pp. 54-141, in Executive Office, House Investigation, August-October 1949, CSAF; and the 
confident predictions of General Vandenberg in JCS 1952/1, 21 December 1948, CCS 373 (10-23- 
48) Sec. 1, JCS. For a useful overview of Air Force thinking, see John T. Greenwood, "The 
Emergence of the Postwar Strategic Air Force, 1945-1953," in Alfred F. Hurley and Robert C. 
Ehrhardt, eds., Air Power and Warfare, The Proceedings of the 8th Military History Symposium, U.S. 
Air Force Academy, October 18-20, 1978 (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 
1979), pp. 215-244. 
55. Little, Air Force Atomic Energy, Vol. 2, p. 152. The officer was Colonel J. Fickel. 
56. "Strategic Air Command Progress Analysis, 1948-1953," pp. 37-38, 44-50; "Strategic Air 
Command Progress Analysis, 1 November 1948-31 December 1956," pp. 28-30, 65-83, Box B- 
100, LeMay papers, LC; "Memorandum, Op-36C to Op-36, Subject: Briefing given to the rep- 
resentatives of all services at SAC Headquarters, Offutt Air Force Base, Omaha, on 15 March, 
1954," Document One in David Alan Rosenberg, "'A Smoking Radiating Ruin at the End of 
Two Hours': Documents of American Plans for Nuclear War with the Soviet Union, 1954-1955," 
International Security, Vol. 6, No. 3 (Winter 1981/1982), pp. 3-38. 
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1952, SAC was training in earnest for the blunting mission, using its radar prediction 
and offset bombing techniques to simulate strikes against airfields whose precise 
coordinates were unknown.57 

Improvements in intelligence gathering complemented SAC's training techniques. 
Beginning in the late 1940s, Special Electronic Airborne Search Operations were flown 
by Air Force bombers and transports and Navy patrol planes to ferret out Soviet radar 
capabilities for the purpose of developing electronic countermeasures and locating 
Soviet air defenses. By 1950, SAC RB-36 and RB-50 aircraft were flying electronic and 
photo reconnaissance missions, although few if any of these spy flights actually 
crossed Soviet borders.58 On rare occasions, Central Intelligence Agency operatives 
were sent to check out specific targets. A Siberian airfield was reconnoitered in 1952, 
for example, to see if it could be used by Soviet bombers for nuclear missions.59 The 
most bizarre intelligence operation of this period was the CIA-sponsored "Moby 
Dick" program, which sent large "Skyhook" balloons equipped with Air Force ca- 
meras drifting across the Soviet Union from Western Europe to Japan. Unfortunately, 
since it was not possible to track the balloons in flight, it was difficult to identify 
what they had taken pictures of.60 The bulk of Air Force basic intelligence on the 
USSR between 1949 and 1953-well over 50 percent in 1951-was provided by Project 
WRINGER. WRINGER employed 1300 military and civilian personnel in Germany, 
Austria, and Japan to interrogate thousands of repatriated prisoners of war from the 
Soviet Union and correlate the reports for use in target and other planning.6' 

TRUMAN S EXPANSION OF NUCLEAR CAPABILITY 
The buildup of U.S. nuclear capability was greatly facilitated by a shift in presiden- 
tial thinking. On July 14, 1949, Truman told his top policy advisers: "I am of the 

57. "Headquarters, Strategic Air Command, Report: Springfield Radar Bombing Evaluation," 7 
July 1952, Box B-106; "Strategic Air Command Progress Analysis, 1948-1953," pp. 27-29, Box B- 
100; Letter, Curtis LeMay to Major General Frank A. Armstrong, 9 July 1953, Armstrong Folder, 
Box B-49; and Info for Vice Commander, D/Ops, on Location of Airfields from Radar Photos, 
Commanders Diary #5 Folder, 1953, Box B-64, all LeMay Papers, LC. 
58. Special Electronic Airborne Search Operations are described in Memoranda, General Omar 
Bradley to Secretary of Defense Louis Johnson, 5 May and 22 July 1950, and Johnson to the 
President, 24 May 1950, all in Omar N. Bradley Folder, General File, PSF, HSTL. President 
Truman's approval of flights is noted on the 5 May letter. Strategic Air Command Progress 
Analysis, 1948-1953, pp. 39-50. Letter, Curtis E. LeMay to Professor Harland Moulton, ca. 
December 1980, copy courtesy Professor Moulton. Prados, The Soviet Estimate, pp. 24-30. 
59. Peer DeSilva, Sub Rosa, The CIA and the Uses of Intelligence (New York: Times Books, 1978), 
pp. 58-61; Harry Rositzke, The CIA's Secret Operations (New York: Readers' Digest Books, 1977), 
pp. 18-38. 
60. Prados, The Soviet Estimate, pp. 29-30. The "balloon operation" is also mentioned in A.J. 
Goodpaster, MCP, February 10, 1956, in Joint Chiefs of Staff, January-April 1956, Folder 2, 
Subject Series, Defense Department Sub Series, Box 4, WHO-SS, DDEL. 
61. Alfred Goldberg, ed., History of Headquarters, USAF, 1 July 1950 to 30 June 1951 (Washington, 
D.C.: Department of the Air Force, 1955), p. 7; James M. Erdmann, "The WRINGER in Postwar 
Germany: Its Impact on United States-German Relations and Defense Policies," in Clifford L. 
Egan and Alexander W. Knott, eds., Essays in Twentieth Century Diplomatic History Dedicated to 
Professor Daniel M. Smith (Washington, D.C.: University Press of America, 1982), pp. 159-191. 
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opinion we'll never obtain international control. Since we can't obtain international 
control we must be strongest in atomic weapons."62 The budgeting and programming 
decisions of the next several years reflected, in part, Truman's reluctant acceptance 
of nuclear weapons as the centerpiece of American defense policy. In the fall of 1949, 
Truman approved the substantial increase in nuclear production requested by the 
JCS in response to the Harmon Report. In October 1950, following the outbreak of 
the Korean War, he approved a second increase.f3 

In December 1950, NSC-68/4 established objectives for a phased and balanced 
buildup of American armed forces through June 1952.54 During budget deliberations 
the following summer and fall, however, Air Force Secretary Thomas K. Finletter and 
Chief of Staff Vandenberg forcefully argued that only the Air Force could deliver the 
nation's expanding nuclear arsenal, and that failure to provide adequate delivery 
capability would nullify the effect of the nuclear production increases. As Vandenberg 
explained: 

In the event of war, there will be concurrent requirements for the destruction of 
Soviet atomic delivery capability, direct atomic attack on Soviet ground and tactical 
air forces, and destruction of the critical components of the enemy's war sustaining 
resources. It must be pointed out that if we do not provide an air force tactically 
strong enough to deliver atomic weapons on target with a high degree of reliability 
(and we thereby run out of delivery capability while appropriate targets and unex- 
pended bombs remain) we will have committed a military blunder which will defy 
logical explanation to the American people. We will have failed to make provision to 
exploit our one major military advantage over the USSR.65 

The JCS subsequently recommended that the Administration assign primacy to the 
buildup of the Air Force and SAC. The Fiscal Year 1953 defense budget was based 
on an Air Force objective for June 1954 of 143 wings, 48 more than had been proposed 
in NSC-68/4, with no corresponding increases in Army and Navy force objectives. 
President Truman cut this goal to 133 wings by the end of Fiscal 1954, but the Air 
Force retained its priority position, receiving over 40 percent of the military budget.66 

The growth of the nuclear stockpile was linked to escalating target estimates, just 
as expansion of SAC was linked to the stockpile. In January 1952, President Truman 

62. Department of State, FRUS, 1949 Vol. I, National Security Affairs, Foreign Economic Policy 
(Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1976), pp. 481-482. 
63. Rosenberg, "American Atomic Strategy and the Hydrogen Bomb Decision," pp. 75-79; James 
S. Lay, Jr., Memorandum for the President, October 2, 1950, summarizing report of Special 
Committee of the National Security Council, with President's Approval, October 9, 1950, noted, 
Expansion of the Fissionable Material Folder, NSC-Atomic File, PSF, HSTL. 
64. Poole, The ICS and National Policy, Vol. 4, pp. 65-77. 
65. JCS 1800/164, 6 September 1951, CCS 370 (8-19-45) Sec. 34, JCS. See also Memorandum for 
the Chief of Staff, by TKF (Thomas K. Finletter), no date (ca. mid-September 1951), discussing 
relationship between Air Force program and nuclear weapons production; and Finletter, Mem- 
orandum for the Secretary of Defense, 16 July 1951, all in Folder 2A, Memos Re 138 Wings, Box 
83, Hoyt S. Vandenberg Papers, LC. 
66. Poole, The ICS and National Policy, Vol. 4, pp. 79-131. 
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approved a third increase in fissionable material production, amounting to a 50 
percent increase in plutonium production and 150 percent in uranium 235. General 
Vandenberg, who had originated the request within the JCS, justified it in terms of 
prospective Soviet targets. Even allowing for incomplete intelligence, he told the 
President, there appeared to be "perhaps five or six thousand Soviet targets which 
would have to be destroyed in the event of war."67 This would require a major 
expansion in weapons production, 

Critics in the other services labeled this line of argument "bootstrapping." Air 
Force-generated target lists were used to justify weapons production, which in turn 
justified increased appropriations to provide matching delivery capability. The new 
blunting mission greatly facilitated the bootstrapping dynamic. Soviet atomic capa- 
bility in 1952 was estimated at only about 50 bombs and 800 TU-4 bombers, but related 
targets included nuclear production and storage facilities, fuel storage sites, and, most 
numerous of all, airfields from which a nuclear strike might be launched. As intelli- 
gence improved, Air Force target lists steadily outpaced accelerating stockpile 
growth.68 

The three approved increases in nuclear production may well have been the most 
substantive actions taken by the Truman Administration in the area of strategic 
nuclear policy during its last three years. By January 1953, a construction program 
was underway which would add eight plutonium production reactors and ten gaseous 
diffusion U-235 production plants to the five reactors and two gaseous diffusion 
plants operating in mid-1950. These plants and reactors were capable of supporting 
an enormous expansion of the nuclear weapons stockpile. According to recent au- 
thoritative unclassified estimates, the stockpile grew from approximately 1000 weap- 
ons in the summer of 1953 to nearly 18,000 by the end of the decade.69 No subsequent 
administration found it necessary to authorize any further expansion of nuclear 
production facilities to meet weapons requirements. 

67. Memorandum for the President, January 17, 1952, summarizing meeting of NSC Special 
Committee on Atomic Energy with the President, January 16, 1952, and President's approval 
on Memo, James S. Lay, Jr. to the President, January 16, 1952. The amount of increase is 
discussed in Memorandum, Robert A. Lovett to Executive Secretary, National Security Council, 
11 December 1951, Subject: Secretary of Defense Comment on Expansion Program, all in Ex- 
pansion of the Fissionable Material Folder, NSC-Atomic File, PSF, HSTL. 
68. Soviet atomic capability is described in JCS 2101/75, 25 October 1952, Appendix C to Enclo- 
sure A, CCS 381, US (1-31-50) Sec. 20, JCS, and N.I.E. 64, Part I, Soviet Bloc Capabilities through 
Mid-1953, 12 November 1952, National Intelligence Estimates, 64-66 Folder, Box 254, Intelligence 
File, PSF, HSTL. The bootstrapping dynamic was described in author's interview with Mr. John 
P. Coyle, veteran Navy operations analyst, Washington, D.C., 29 March 1978. 
69. Nuclear production facilities are listed in Richard G. Hewlett and Francis Duncan, History 
of the United States Atomic Energy Commission, Vol. II, Atomic Shield,. 1947-1952 (University Park, 
Pa.: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 1969), p. 669. Stockpile size is estimated in 
Rosenberg, "'A Smoking Radiating Ruin,"' pp. 7-8; William M. Arkin, Thomas B. Cochran, and 
Milton M. Hoenig, "The U.S. Nuclear Stockpile," Arms Control Today, Volume 12 (April 1982), 
pp. 1-2; and is estimated for 1952-1954 in Memorandum, 2 November 1951, with page with 
figures labelled "Atomic Conf. Finletter's Office 11/2/51" in Diary Notes Folder, Dan A. Kimball 
Papers, Box 2, HSTL. 

This content downloaded from 86.145.55.21 on Tue, 20 Oct 2015 19:06:22 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions



International Security | 24 

The weapons in the American stockpile had grown increasingly sophisticated and 
powerful in the last years of the Truman Administration. The "nominal" 20 kiloton 
yield of the Mark 3 bomb was multiplied more than 25 times as a result of innovations 
perfected between 1948 and 1952. These included advances in the design, composi- 
tion, stability, and power of the high explosives used to detonate a fission core, and 
improvements in the mechanics, structure, and composition of the fissile "pit" itself. 
The pit improvements included development of "composite" U-235 and plutonium 
cores, and exploitation of the levitation design concept which utilized an air space to 
allow the detonation shock wave generated by the high explosive assembly to gather 
momentum before imploding the core, resulting in higher yields and increased effi- 
ciency in the use of fissionable material. These developments led to the November 
1952 test of the Mark 18 Super Oralloy (U-235) bomb which yielded 500 kilotons.70 

By this time, atomic weapons were being mass produced, and the various fission 
cores were interchangeable among the weapons assemblies being manufactured. The 
technology of "boosted" weapons, which employed a small amount of fusion fuel 
within a "hollow implosion" core to further increase efficiency and yield was first 
tested in April 1951, and appears to have been capable of producing yields approach- 
ing one megaton. In prospect were "true" thermonuclear weapons. The first of these 
was tested in October 1952. A 21-ton, cryogenically cooled, liquid-fueled monster, it 
yielded 10.4 megatons, but could not be delivered against Soviet bloc targets. Devel- 
opment of "dry" lithium deuteride-fueled fusion bombs weighing between 4,000 and 
40,000 pounds was already underway, and "emergency" delivery capability in SAC 
B-36s was ready by 1953.71 

Air Force planners perceived an increasing need for such extremely powerful 
weapons. In the 1940s, military requirements for high yield weapons had been 
minimal and easily calculated. These rose rapidly, however, as a result of construction 
of Soviet industry with improved blast resistance behind the Urals; General LeMay's 
emphasis on bonus damage; and the 1951 "Buster" tests, which revealed that mea- 
surements of earlier nuclear explosions had exaggerated blast effects by as much as 

70. Information on nuclear weapons design is drawn from the following sources Rosenberg, 
"U.S. Nuclear Stockpile, 1945 to 1950," pp. 27-28; Office of Public Affairs, U.S. Department of 
Energy, Nevada Operations Office, Announced United States Nuclear Tests, July 1945 through 
December 1981 NVO-209 (Rev. 2) January, 1982; JCS 1823/8, 6 November 1948, JCS 1823/11, 20 
December 1948, and JCS 1823/35, 30 November 1950, CCS 471.6 (8-15-45) Secs. 13 and 20, JCS; 
Lee Bowen, History of the Air Force Atomic Energy Program, Vol. IV, The Development of Weapons 
(Washington, D.C.: U.S. Air Force Historical Division History, 1955, declassified with deletions 
June 1981), pp. 1-143; table appended in letter, Robert H. Duff, Office of Classification, U.S. 
Department of Energy, to David A. Rosenberg, December 4, 1980; Herbert York, The Advisors: 
Oppenheimer, Teller, and the Superbomb (San Francisco: W.H. Freeman, 1976); Affidavit, Dimitri 
A. Rotow, May 3, 1979, in "United States of America vs. the Progressive, Inc." (copy courtesy 
of Mr. Aaron Meyers, Esq.); and Charles Hansen, "U.S. Nuclear Bombs," Replica in Scale, Vol. 
3 (January 1976), pp. 154-159. 
71. Bowen, Air Force Atomic Energy, Vol. IV, pp. 174-233; JCS 1823/35; York, The Advisors, pp. 
82-87. Yield possibilities in boosted weapons are discussed in David Holloway, "Research Note: 
Soviet Thermonuclear Development," International Security, Vol. 4, No. 3 (Winter 1979-1980), 
pp. 192-197; and in JCS 1823/34, 1 November 1950, CCS 471.6 (8-15-45) Sec. 20, JCS. 
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one-half to two-thirds, indicating that weapons requirements had been underesti- 
mated in all previous war plans.72 

SUMMARY: NUCLEAR WAR PLANNING IN THE TRUMAN YEARS 
By the time Truman left office in January 1953, the framework for nuclear strategy 
had been established. The United States had been launched into the era of nuclear 
plenty, a series of targeting categories had been approved which emphasized preemp- 
tion of Soviet nuclear capability, and the Strategic Air Command had gained a major 
voice in how targets were selected and damage criteria established. 

In addition, American war planning was being conducted on a routine basis with 
a regularity and intensity unprecedented in peacetime. Through the Korean War, the 
JCS stressed emergency war planning, although efforts were made to institutionalize 
mid- and long-range planning as well. In the summer of 1952, the Joint Chiefs 
authorized creation of a new "famnily" of war plans: the Joint Strategic Capabilities 
Plan (JSCP) designed to govern the wartime operations of U.S. forces-in-being during 
the current fiscal year; the Joint Strategic Objectives Plan (JSOP) which established 
force and mobilization requirements for the next three to five years; and the Joint 
Long Range Strategic Estimate, which looked ahead five years or longer as a guide 
to research and development. These plans were supposed to be completed annually, 
but the latter two were often delayed by interservice debates and appeared somewhat 
more irregularly. In the 1950s, the JSOP became increasingly a "wish list" rather than 
a realistic estimate of requirements. Nevertheless these three efforts provided a per- 
manent structure for organizing strategic planning into the 1970s.73 

The JSCP and the operational plans it guided, including the SAC Emergency War 
Plan, were generally prepared on an annual basis. They fostered a process of intensive 
interservice debate and analysis which, in the absence of real global conflict, served 
as a kind of "surrogate war" for generating and testing forces and concepts. Each 
new planning effort built on the tradeoffs and compromises endorsed by the preced- 
ing "war," thereby creating a dynamic which tended to discourage radical changes. 

The NSC made little effort to guide nuclear war planning, beyond the summary 
guidance provided in NSC-30. NSC-68 of April 1950 explicitly rejected preventive war 
("a military attack not provoked by a military attack on us or our allies"), but left the 
door open for preemption with the parenthetical notation that: 
The military advantages of landing the first blow . . . require us to be on the alert in 
order to strike with our full weight as soon as we are attacked, and, if possible, before 
the Soviet blow is actually delivered.74 

72. Rosenberg, "American Atomic Strategy and the Hydrogen Bomb Decision," p. 81; JCS 1823/ 
35; Memorandum, David Driggs to Hoyt S. Vandenberg, Subject: The Drastic Implications of 
BUSTER Air Blast Measurements, 17 December 1951, Folder #8, Buster Data, Box 88, Vanden- 
berg Papers, LC; JCS 1953/11, 28 May 1952, CCS 373 (10-23-48) Sec. 7, JCS; Poole, The ICS and 
National Policy, Vol. IV, p. 167. 
73. Ibid.; JCS Policy Memo 84, 14 July 1952. 
74. NSC-68, "United States Objectives and Programs for National Security," April 14, 1950, 
Department of State, FRUS, 1950, Vol. I: National Security Affairs; Foreign Economic Policy (Wash- 
ington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1977), pp. 281-282. 
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NSC-114/3 of June 1953 described the highest priority Air Force mission in equally 
ambiguous terms: "To defend by both offensive and defensive air operations critical 
areas in the Western Hemisphere, with particular emphasis on defense against atomic 
attack. "75 

The NSC did little to clarify how the President would determine where and when 
atomic bombs might be used. An eighteen month staff study, begun in the spring of 
1951 but never formally approved, outlined the procedures by which he could obtain 
advice if necessary. It recognized that the JCS, as the President's chief military 
advisers, would play a key role: 
Unless there is an initial determination by the Joint Chiefs of Staff that the use of 
atomic weapons in a given situation is militarily desirable, it is difficult to see how 
the question of such use can arise in any realistic way.76 
If the JCS recommended use of nuclear weapons, then the President would seek, at 
a minimum, the views of the Secretaries of Defense and State and the Chairman of 
the Atomic Energy Commission. If time permitted, consultation would also be carried 
out with congressional leaders, and thought given to notifying the American people 
and other governments. This study once again stressed presidential prerogative, and, 
although hinting at the problem, did little to close the gap between policy and 
planning which had been codified by NSC-30. 

It is not clear whether Truman ever fully grasped the fundamental dilemma posed 
by Soviet possession of nuclear weapons. How could the United States plan to defend 
itself against a potential Soviet strike while ruling out the option of striking first? 
Truman was quite clear in his own mind that preventive war was contrary to American 
values and could not be considered a policy option. "Starting an atomic war is totally 
unthinkable for rational men," he told the nation in his farewell address.77 But 
whether he had resolved the issue of preemption to his own satisfaction is not known. 
When AEC commissioner Thomas Murray asked whether the President had really 
meant to rule out the option of preempting Soviet nuclear capability under the threat 
of imminent Soviet attack, Truman sidestepped the question. "I rather think you 
have put a wrong construction on my approach to the use of the Atomic bomb," he 
wrote. "It is far worse than gas and biological warfare because it affects the civilian 

75. NSC 114/3, Report to the National Security Council on United States Programs for National 
Security, June 5, 1952, NSC Meeting 105 Folder, Box 215, Subject File, PSF, HSTL. 
76. Study, June 11, 1952, appended to Memorandum, Everett Gleason to the President, October 
23, 1952, NSC-Atomic Weapons-Procedures for Use Folder, NSC Atomic File, PSF, HSTL. See 
also the other documents in this folder. The process began with a draft memo by R. Gordon 
Arneson for Secretary of State Acheson, April 24, 1951, in FRUS, 1950, Vol. I; National Security 
Affairs; Foreign Economic Policy (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1979), pp. 
820-826. See also Hewlett and Duncan, Atomic Shield, p. 539. 
77. "The President's Farewell Address to the American People, January 15, 1953," in Public 
Papers of the Presidents: Harry S Truman, 1952-1953 (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing 
Office, 1966), pp. 1197-1202. 
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population and murders them by wholesale."78 Whether Truman deliberately avoided 
Murray's question, or simply had not understood it, will probably never be known. 

Eisenhower's New Policies and Programs 

Dwight D. Eisenhower entered the presidency in January 1953 with a more thorough 
knowledge of nuclear weapons than any president before or since. As Army Chief 
of Staff in 1946, he had jurisdiction over the Manhattan Engineer District and was 
the sole channel to high civilian policymakers for nuclear stockpile information. He 
was the chief advocate for the development of the first JCS nuclear war plan in 1947, 
and in 1949, while temporary chairman of the JCS, championed increased nuclear 
production. As the first NATO Supreme Allied Commander from 1950 to 1952, he 
became familiar with JCS targeting categories and priorities, and encouraged planning 
for the tactical nuclear defense of Europe.79 

Eisenhower was not awed by nuclear weapons, but neither was he sanguine about 
them. In March 1953, he admonished his Cabinet against thinking of the bomb as "a 
cheap way to solve things." "It is cold comfort," he noted, "for any citizen of Western 
Europe to be assured that-after his country is overrun and he is pushing up daisies- 
someone still alive will drop a bomb on the Kremlin."80 Nevertheless, the President 
knew that nuclear weapons could not be "disinvented," and that they had perma- 
nently altered the character of warfare.8' Shortly after taking office, he reversed 
Truman's long-standing policy of near complete civilian control of the atomic stock- 
pile, and took steps to make the bombs immediately available to the military. On 
June 20, 1953, responding to a Defense Department request for custody of the entire 
national war stockpile, he transferred a sizable number of complete atomic weapons 
to the military for deployment to specified bases afloat and ashore.82 Such transfers 
would continue throughout his administration, both to decrease the vulnerability of 
the stockpile through dispersal and to increase operational readiness, until by 1961 

78. Letter, Truman to Murray, January 19, 1953; and letter Murray to Truman, January 16, 1953, 
both in Atomic Bomb Folder, General File, PSF, HSTL. 
79. On Eisenhower's nuclear background, see in particular Rosenberg, "U.S. Nuclear Stockpile, 
1945 to 1950," pp. 27-28; JCS 1725/2, 12 March 1947, CCS 004.04 (11-4-46) Sec. 3, JCS; Letter, 
Major General K.D. Nichols, USA (Ret.) to David A. Rosenberg, October 27, 1980; Oral History, 
General Lauris Norstad, Interview by Dr. Thomas Soapes, 11 November 1976, DDEL, pp. 6-29, 
39-42; Senior Officers Debriefing Program, Conversations between General Andrew J. Good- 
paster and Colonel William D. Johnson and Lt. Colonel James C. Ferguson, 29 January 1976, 
pp. 56-57; 25 February 1976, pp. 6-14; U.S. Army Military History Research Collection, U.S. 
Army Military History Institute, Carlisle Barracks, Pa. (hereafter USAMHI). 
80. Emmet John Hughes, The Ordeal of Power (New York: Dell Books, 1964), p. 88. 
81. Oral History, General Andrew J. Goodpaster, Interview by Dr. Thomas Soapes, January 16, 
1978, DDEL, pp. 104-106. 
82. Memo, C.E. Wilson, to Chairman, JCS, Subject: Transfer and Deployment of Atomic Weap- 
ons, 24 June 1953, in JCS 2019/62, 25 June 1953, CCS 471.6 (8-15-45) Sec. 39, JCS. The original 
JCS request for custody is in Memo, William M. Fechteler for the Joint Chiefs of Staff to the 
Secretary of Defense, Subject: Custody of Atomic Weapons, 11 March 1953, in Atomic Energy- 
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less than 10 percent of the stockpile remained in civilian control.83 Where Harry 
Truman viewed the atomic bomb as an instrument of terror and a weapon of last 
resort, Dwight Eisenhower viewed it as an integral part of American defense, and, 
in effect, a weapon of first resort. 

The new President was not happy with the crisis-oriented defense program and 
record peacetime defense budgets he had inherited from the Truman Administration. 
He was convinced that budgeting to meet a projected "year of maximum danger" 
would result in runaway expenditures and undermine the American economy. Be- 
lieving that the United States must approach military preparedness "only on a defen- 
sive, which means a long-term basis," he sought to develop a balanced, integrated 
defense posture for the indefinite future.84 

EISENHOWER S NUCLEAR POLICIES 
It took the Eisenhower Administration almost a year to thrash out its national security 
policy and defense program. This multi-level process included NSC studies on se- 
curity policy, economic defense, and the defense of the continental United States; a 
high level review of the policy options of containment, spheres of influence, and 
rollback codenamed Operation SOLARIUM; and an analysis of defense strategies and 
priorities prepared by the newly appointed Joint Chiefs of Staff.85 

On October 30, 1953, Eisenhower approved NSC-162/2 as his administration's Basic 
National Security Policy. NSC-162/2 explored the nature of the Soviet threat, the 
implications of U.S. alliances and foreign commitments, and the economic ramifica- 
tions of defense, and concluded that national security required: 
(1) A strong military posture, with emphasis on the capability of inflicting massive 
retaliatory damage by offensive striking power; 

Miscellaneous 1953-1954 Folder #2, NSC Series, Subject Subseries, Box 1, White House Office, 
Special Assistant, National Security Affairs (hereafter WHO-SANSA), DDEL. The record of JCS 
discussions and presidential decisions through 1953 is in the JCS 2019 series, CCS 471.6 (8-15- 
45) from 1949 on, and the Folders: "NSC-Atomic Weapons, Agreed Concepts," "NSC-Atomic 
Weapons, Non-Nuclear Components," and "NSC-Atomic Weapons, Department of Defense," 
all in NSC-Atomic File, PSF, HSTL. 
83. Andrew J. Goodpaster, MCP, January 13, 1961, dated January 17, 1961, in AEC, December 
1960-January 1961, Vol. III, Folder #6, Subject Series, Alphabetical Subseries, WHO-SS, DDEL. 
Eisenhower's philosophy on dispersal is explored in A.J. Goodpaster, Notes on Meeting with 
the President, 1 December 1954, with Letter, Secretary of State to the President, December 1, 
1954 and Letter, Eisenhower to Lewis L. Strauss, 1 December 1954, Atomic Energy Commission, 
1953-1954, Folder 2, Administration Series, ACWF, EPP, DDEL. 
84. Diary entry, January 22, 1952, in Robert H. Ferrell, The Eisenhower Diaries (New York: W.W. 
Norton, 1981), p. 209. 
85. The process is best documented in John Lewis Gaddis, Strategies of Containment: A Critical 
Appraisal of Postwar American National Security Policy (New York: Oxford University Press, 1982), 
pp. 127-163; Kinnard, President Eisenhower and Strategy Management, pp. 1-36; Glenn H. Snyder, 
"The New Look of 1953," in Warner R. Schilling et al., Strategy, Politics, and Defense Budgets 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1962), pp. 379-524; and Samuel F. Wells, Jr., "The 
Origins of Massive Retaliation," Political Science Quarterly, Vol. 96 (Spring 1981), pp. 31-52. 
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(2) U.S. and allied forces in readiness to move rapidly initially to counter aggression 
by Soviet bloc forces and to hold vital areas and lines of communication; and 
(3) A mobilization base, and its protection against crippling damage, adequate to 
insure victory in the event of general war.86 

In December 1953, a three-year defense program was approved that reflected these 
priorities. 

1. OFFENSIVE STRIKING POWER. The high priority assigned to massive retaliatory 
striking power meant that the Air Force would continue to play a central role in 
national defense. Although the Navy's 16 attack aircraft carriers were considered an 
integral part of the nation's "offensive striking power," their air groups were not 
oriented exclusively to nuclear attacks on the Soviet homeland, nor were the "targets 
of naval interest" they would strike in a war the same as the BRAVO and DELTA 
targets assigned to SAC by the JCS. By the end of 1953, SAC contained 10 heavy and 
25 medium bomb and reconnaissance wings, nearly 23 of which were considered 
combat ready, along with 28 refueling squadrons, totalling, in all, over 1,500 aircraft, 
including 1,000 nuclear-capable bombers. The propeller driven medium bomb and 
reconnaissance force was in the process of converting to the all-jet 600 mile per hour 
B-47, greatly enhancing SAC striking power.87 

Although the Air Force had borne the brunt of Eisenhower's $5 billion in defense 
budget cuts in the spring of 1953, the object, the President explained, was not to 
downgrade SAC, but to get "as much effectual strength as we can immediately" by 
assuring that all operational wings would be manned and equipped, and "then 
concentrating on a steady program. "88 The Fiscal Year 1954 to 1957 defense program 
approved in December 1953 had an ultimate objective of 137 wings. During these 
three years, the Air Force received an average share of 47 percent of total defense 
appropriations, compared to 29 percent for the Navy and 22 percent for the Army.89 

2. TACTICAL NUCLEAR WEAPONS. The second element of Eisenhower's nuclear strat- 
egy was defense against local aggression, especially in Western Europe. This was to 
be achieved through a manifest willingness to use not only "massive retaliatory 
striking power," but also tactical nuclear weapons. By the fall of 1953, efforts had 
been underway for nearly two years to prepare the tactical nuclear defense of Europe. 
In January 1952, the JCS authorized General Eisenhower to begin planning for the 

86. NSC 162/2, Review of Basic National Security Policy, October 30, 1953, NSC papers, Modern 
Military Branch, National Archives (hereafter NSC-MMB). These statements are also contained 
in NSC 162, September 30, 1982 and NSC 162/1, October 19, 1953, ibid. 
87. Strategic Air Command Progress Analysis, 1948-1953, pp. 1-25. The nature of "Offensive 
Striking Power" is discussed in JCS Info Memo 922, 10 February 1954, CCS 381 U.S. (1-31-50) 
Sec. 35, JCS. 
88. L.A. Minnich, Jr., Legislative Leadership Meeting, May 12, 1953, Supplementary Notes, 
Staff Notes, January-December 1953, DDE Diary, Box 4, ACWF-EPP, DDEL. The controversy 
over Air Force budget cuts is recounted in E. Bruce Geelhoed, Charles E. Wilson and Controversy 
at the Pentagon, 1953 to 1957 (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1979), pp. 59-80. 
89. Alfred Goldberg, ed., A History of the United States Air Force, 1907-1957 (Princeton, N.J.: D. 
Van Nostrand, 1957), p. 117. 
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use of a specific number of atomic bombs by already deployed Navy and soon to be 
deployed Air Force tactical air units.90 One month later, Project VISTA, a scientific 
and technical study completed under the auspices of the California Institute of Tech- 
nology, concluded that "the tactical employment of our atomic weapons resources 
holds outstanding promise" for defending Western Europe.9' A draft chapter had 
even proposed that nuclear weapons be employed initially only in a tactical role, and 
that the strategic offensive be withheld, for humanitarian as well as political and 
military reasons. General Lauris Norstad, Commander, U.S. Air Forces, Europe, 
subsequently convinced most of the scientists responsible for the draft (although not 
the most prominent one, J. Robert Oppenheimer) that tactical nuclear air forces would 
not be fully constituted for several years, and that SAC would be critical in halting 
any attack in the interim. The final VISTA report made no mention of SAC's offensive, 
but emphasized small weapons with yields of 1 to 50 kilotons, and urged the creation 
of a Tactical Atomic Air Force that would rival SAC in both professionalism and 
appropriations.92 

By 1953, technological advances were rapidly expanding possibilities for tactical 
and other uses of nuclear weapons. The 10,000-pound implosion fission bombs of 
1945-1949 were being replaced by the 3,000-pound Mark 5 and the 2,700-pound Mark 
7. The 1,000-pound Mark 12 would be available in 1954. Each of these weapons could 
detonate cores with yields as high as their larger predecessors, and could be fitted to 
most existing and planned Air Force fighter bombers and Navy attack planes. In 
addition, they could be utilized as warheads for the Regulus and Honest John surface- 
to-surface guided missiles, shells for long-range artillery, depth charges for anti- 
submarine warfare, atomic demolition land mines, and, eventually, warheads for 
surface-to-air and air-to-air missiles.93 

Despite the increasing feasibility of tactical nuclear weapons, such weapons had 
not been fully integrated into operational plans at the time Eisenhower took office. 
The reluctance of civilian policymakers to use nuclear weapons in Korea had created 
doubts in the minds of many military planners as to when, if ever, such use would 

90. JCS 2220/4, 31 January 1952, with SM-271-52, 28 January 1952 appended, CCS 471.6 (4-18- 
49) Sec. 7, JCS. Preparations for tactical nuclear planning are well documented in a series of 
"Red Line" Messages between Lauris Norstad and Hoyt Vandenberg from March through 
December 1951, Box 86, Vandenberg Papers, LC; Norstad Oral History, DDEL, pp. 6-42; and 
Goodpaster Conversations, February 1976, USAMHI, pp. 6-14. 
91. Final Report, Project VISTA, A Study of Ground and Air Tactical Warfare with Especial 
Reference to the Defense of Western Europe, Pasadena, California, California Institute of Tech- 
nology, 4 February 1952, Modern Military Branch, National Archives, pp. xxi-xxvi. 
92. Red Line Message, Personal to Vandenberg from Norstad, 7 December 1951, Red Line 
Messages, 1 May-31 December 1951 Folder, Box 86, Vandenberg Papers, LC. See also Charles 
J.V. Murphy, "The Hidden Struggle for the H-Bomb," Fortune, May 1953, pp. 109-110, 230; 
VISTA Final Report, pp. xxi-xxviii, 138-142, 165-192. 
93. Information on the size and capabilities of smaller nuclear weapons came from the sources 
cited in notes 70 and 71, ante; undated list, Los Alamos Stockpiled Nuclear Weapon Designs, 
Los Alamos Scientific Laboratory (copy courtesy Thomas B. Cochran); and documents in the 
JCS 2012 series through 1954, CCS 471.6 (5-31-44), JCS. 
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be authorized.94 NSC-162/2 was the first statement of national policy to directly 
address this issue. The first draft, dated September 30, contained only an ambiguous 
reference to the use of "special weapons" in the interests of "national security."95 
During the NSC meeting on October 7, that sentence was strengthened to read: "In 
the event of hostilities, the United States will consider nuclear weapons to be as 
available for use as other munitions." This statement, approved as national policy on 
October 30, was seen by the JCS as an assurance that they could confidently plan for 
the use of nuclear weapons in both limited and general conflicts. The December 1953 
defense program identified, for the first time, "the provision of tactical atomic support 
for U.S. or allied military forces in general war or in a local aggression" as a major 
component of U.S. military posture and strategy.96 Over the next few years tactical 
nuclear weapons were increasingly integrated into calculations of force requirements 
and effectiveness. By the late 1950s, requirements for tactical nuclear weapons were 
routinely submitted by all unified and specified commanders for inclusion in the 
overall JCS request which established atomic production levels.97 

3. DEFENSE AGAINST NUCLEAR ATTACK. The third element in Eisenhower's nuclear 
strategy, as spelled out in NSC-162/2, was the defense of "our striking force, our 
mobilization base, and our people." From the beginning of the nuclear age, the 
problem of direct defense against nuclear attack had appeared all but insurmountable. 
It was estimated in 1950 that just sixteen atomic weapons, if properly targeted, could 
"most seriously disrupt" the U.S. government.98 Initial air defense efforts were started 
by the Air Force in 1947, and a number of scientific studies of the problems of air 
and civil defense were undertaken. It was not until December 1952, however, that 
President Truman authorized construction of an early warning radar system which 
would provide three to six hours notice of approaching bombers. One month later, 
he created a special subcommittee of the NSC to "evaluate the net capabilities of the 
Soviet Union to inflict direct injury on the United States, up to July 1, 1955."99 

94. Memorandum, Kirkpatrick to Admiral Radford, 7 November 1955, Subject: Review of Events 
Leading Up to JCS Action of 10 December 1953 concerning "Military Strategy and Posture," 
CJCS 381, Military Strategy and Posture; Memorandum for Admiral Radford by "W," 11 Sep- 
tember 1954, CJCS 381 (Continental Defense) January-December 1954; and Memorandum, E.H.J. 
Carns to Admiral Radford et al., Subject: Estimate of Military Risk, SM-1721-53, 16 October 1953, 
CCS 381 U.S. (1-31-50) Sec. 30, all JCS. 
95. NSC 162, 30 September 1953, NSC-MMB, p. 26. 
96. JCS 2101/113, 9 December 1953, with decision, 10 December 1953, CCS 381 U.S. (1-31-50) 
Sec. 31, JCS. Copy also in Charles E. Wilson, Secretary of Defense 1953, Folder #2, Box 44, 
Administration Series, ACWF-EPP, DDEL. 
97. For example, see Message CINCLANT to JCS, 14 January 1959, Subject: Fiscal Year 1960 
Weapons Requirements, CCS 4614 (Allocation) 6 January 1959; JCS 1844/299, 19 November 1959, 
and SM-1207-59, H.L. Hillyard to Chief, Defense Atomic Support Agency, 27 November 1959, 
Subject: Allocations of Atomic Weapons, CCS 4614 (Allocation) 20 April 1959, Group 2, all JCS. 
98. Presentation to the National Security Council, 1 February 1950, "Need of Defense Measures 
Against Increasing Threat of Atomic Attack Against the Continental United States," appended 
to Memorandum, Alfred M. Gruenther to the Deputy Secretary of Defense, 31 January 1950, 
CD-22-2-2, Record Group 330, Papers of the Office of the Secretary of Defense, Modern Military 
Branch, National Archives. 
99. NSC-139, An Early Warning System, December 31, 1952, NSC Memoranda Approvals, Box 
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The Net Evaluation Subcommittee reported to the NSC on May 18, 1953. Its still 
classified findings are reflected in a June 1953 study which stated that the continental 
defense programs then underway were 
not now adequate either to prevent, neutralize, or seriously deter the military or 
covert attacks which the USSR is capable of launching, nor are they adequate to 
ensure the continuity of government, the continuity of production, or the protection 
of the industrial mobilization base and millions of citizens in our great and exposed 
metropolitan centers.'00 

This, the NSC concluded, "constitutes an unacceptable risk to our nation's survival." 
Although complete invulnerability was impossible to achieve, "a reasonably effective 
defense system can and must be obtained." The NSC recommended expanding U.S. 
nuclear delivery capability to match the growing Soviet Air Force, and developing a 
defense and early warning system adequate to "prevent disaster, and to make secure 
the mobilization base necessary to achieve U.S. victory in the event of general war. "10' 

The pressure to develop a "reasonably effective" system of continental defense 
increased two months later, when the Soviet Union tested a 300 to 400 kiloton boosted 
fission weapon and publicly claimed that it had achieved thermonuclear capability.'02 
NSC-162/2 projected that the Soviet Union might soon have the ability to strike a 
"crippling blow" against the U.S. industrial base in a surprise attack. From this time 
on, the Net Evaluation Subcommittee was reconstituted annually to assess the balance 
between Soviet and American nuclear capabilities.'03 During the next seven years, 
the Eisenhower Administration gave high priority to completing radar early warning 
networks extending above the Arctic Circle; developing and deploying conventional, 
and beginning in 1957, nuclear-armed jet interceptor squadrons and surface-to-air 
missile batteries throughout the United States; completing a low frequency analysis 
and recording sound surveillance system (SOSUS), for the distant detection of sub- 
marines; constructing alternate joint and national command posts for the relocation 
of governmental and military leadership in the event of attack; and initiating an 
annual series of Operation ALERT exercises, in which even the President -and the 
Cabinet took part, to test the ability of the government to relocate and continue 
functioning in an emergency.'04 

193, Subject File, PSF, HSTL. NSC-140, January 19, 1953, and NSC-140/1, May 18, 1953, both 
listed with titles in Annotated List of Serially Numbered National Security Council Documents, 
appended to Memo by James S. Lay, Jr. for the NSC, February 17, 1959, in Subject Filing of 
NSC Papers Folder, Subject Series, Alphabetical Subseries, Box 20, WHO-SS, DDEL. 
100. NSC-159, Report of the Continental Defense Committee, July 22, 1953, quoted in NSC- 
5408, Continental Defense, February 11, 1954, NSC-MMB. 
101. NSC-153/1, June 10, 1953, quoted in ibid. 
102. Holloway, "Soviet Thermonuclear Development," pp. 192-197; National Intelligence Esti- 
mate 11-3-55, Soviet Capabilities and Probable Courses of Action through 1960, 17 May 1955, in 
Folder, same title, NSC File, Subject File, Box 10, WHO-SANSA, DDEL, pp. 24-25. 
103. NSC-5423, June 23, 1954; NSC-5511, February 14, 1955; NSC-5605, May 24, 1956; NSC- 
5728, December 24, 1957; NSC-5816, July 1, 1958, all contain directives to the Net Evaluation 
Subcommittee. Annotated List of Serially Numbered NSC Documents, February 17, 1959. 
104. NSC-5408; NSC-5606, Continental Defense, June 5, 1956; NSC-5707/4, Review of Basic 
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AMERICA S FIRST-STRIKE OPTIONS: PREVENTIVE WAR AND PREEMPTION 
Anxiety about the threat which the United States would soon be facing generated 
serious consideration of whether the nation might have to initiate war in its own 
defense. Although seldom explicitly discussed in writing, preventive war was implicit 
in some of the major policy deliberations of the time. In the spring of 1953, Eisen- 
hower's top foreign policy advisers rejected a proposal by the SOLARIUM Steering 
Committee, headed by retired Air Force Reserve General James Doolittle, that a fourth 
policy alternative be studied: giving the Soviet Union two years to agree to terms, 
with the understanding that failure to cooperate might lead to general war.105 In 
August 1953, an Air Force study of "The Coming National Crisis" raised a similar 
argument, noting that the time was approaching when the U.S. would find itself in 
a "militarily unmanageable" position. Before that time arrived, the nation would have 
to choose whether to trust its future to "the whims of a small group of proven 
barbarians" in the USSR, or "be militarily prepared to support such decisions as might 
involve general war."'106 

President Eisenhower and Secretary of State John Foster Dulles seriously discussed 
this dilemma in August 1953. When the Soviet Union acquired thermonuclear weap- 
ons, Eisenhower wrote in a summary memorandum, the United States might find 
itself vulnerable to a crippling strike. Its only security would then lie in the deterrent 
effect of its ability "to inflict greater loss against the enemy than he could reasonably 
hope to inflict upon us." 
But if the contest to maintain this relative position should have to continue indefi- 
nitely, the cost would either drive us to war-or into some form of dictatorial gov- 
ernment. In such circumstances, 'we would be forced to consider whether or not our 
duty to future generations did not require us to initiate war at the most propitious 
moment we could designate.107 

In March 1954, a new statement of U.S. objectives for general war was approved, 
to replace that in NSC-20/4. The first objective enunciated in the new document, 
NSC-5410/1, was to "achieve a victory which will insure the survival of the United 

National Security Policy: Military and Non-Military Aspects of Continental Defense, March 26, 
1957; NSC-5802, Continental Defense, February 3, 1958; and NSC-5802/1, February 19, 1958, in 
Boxes 6, 9, 17, 20, and 23 of NSC Series, Policy Papers Subseries; and Department of Defense 
Progress Report on Status of Military Continental Defense Programs, 1 June 1954, Study of 
Continental Defense by R. Sprague 1953-4, Folder #6, NSC Series, Subject Subseries, all WHO- 
SANSA, DDEL. See also papers in the JCS 1899 and 1851 series, CCS 381 U.S. (5-23-46) through 
1958, and 3210 Air Defense Operations, by date, thereafter; and the JCS 2084 Series, CCS 373.24 
U.S. (9-8-49) through 1958, all JCS; and discussions of Operation ALERT in Cabinet Meeting 
Minutes in the DDE Diary, ACWF-EPP, DDEL. 
105. Snyder, "The New Look of 1953," pp. 407-409. 
106. Major General Robert M. Lee, USAF, Memorandum for the Chief of Staff, U.S. Air Force, 
21 August 1953, Subject: The Coming National Crisis, Top Secret File (1), 1952-1957, Subject 
File, Box 121, Nathan F. Twining Papers, LC. 
107. Memorandum, Eisenhower to Dulles, September 8, 1953, DDE Diary, August-September 
1953, Folder 2, DDE Diary, Box 3, ACWF-EPP, DDEL. 
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States."''08 Formal recognition that the survival of the U.S. might be in doubt generated 
renewed pressures for consideration of preventive war. In May 1954, Eisenhower 
was briefed on a paper by the JCS's Advance Study Group which proposed that the 
U.S. consider "deliberately precipitating war with the USSR in the near future," 
before Soviet thermonuclear capability became a "real menace." Army Chief of Staff 
Matthew Ridgway denounced this course as "contrary to every principle upon which 
our Nation had been founded," and "abhorrent to the great mass of American 
people. "109 The President did not commit himself at this briefing, but subsequently 
approved an updated Basic National Security Policy paper in the fall of 1954 which 
stated unequivocally that "the United States and its allies must reject the concept of 
preventive war or acts intended to provoke war. "110 

If preventive war was ruled out as a strategic option, preemption was not. In this 
era before ballistic missiles, preemption appeared to be both militarily and constitu- 
tionally feasible. Warning of a Soviet attack-even a surprise attack-was still being 
calculated by the CIA in terms of days or even weeks, because of the time needed to 
prepare Soviet forces and bases for strikes on the United States. It was estimated that 
even after the first wave struck there would be time to blunt an attack, since it would 
take up to thirty days for the Soviets to deliver all of the nuclear weapons.111 

Response to an impending or actual strike, Eisenhower told a group of congressmen 
in January 1954, "will be a very quick thing as fast as Congress can meet." In fact, 
he added, "if you were away and I waited on you (before taking retaliatory action) 
you'd start impeachment proceedings against me.""l12 If war broke out in Western 
Europe, he told the JCS later that year, the United States would employ tactical 
nuclear weapons to hold the line, while "first priority" was given to launching SAC 
"to blunt the enemy's initial threat." After "averting disaster" in this initial phase, 
the U.S. would go on to mobilize to win the war over a possibly extended period."13 

No change in JCS policy was required to implement this scenario. The blunting 
mission was maintained as the highest targeting priority, followed by retardation of 
Soviet troop advances and the destruction of the urban-industrial base and govern- 
ment control centers. General LeMay, the man who would determine "the exact 

108. NSC 5410, United States War Objectives, 19 February 1954, and NSC 5410/1, 29 March 
1954, in NSC 5410/1 U.S. War Objectives Folder, Box 9, NSC Series, Policy Papers Subseries, 
WHO-SANSA, DDEL. See also Rosenberg, "'A Smoking Radiating Ruin,"' p. 29n. 
109. General Matthew B. Ridgway, Memorandum for the Record, 17 May 1954, Historical 
Record, 15 January to 30 June 1954 Folder, Box 30, Matthew B. Ridgway Papers, USAMHI. 
110. NSC 5440/1, December 28, 1954; approved as Basic National Security Policy in NSC 5501, 
January 6, 1955, NSC-MMB, Paragraph 35. See also M.B. Ridgway, Memo for the Special 
Assistant to the President for National Security Affairs, Subject: Review of Basic National Security 
Policy, 22 November 1954, Historical Record Folder, Box 30, Ridgway Papers, USAMHI. 
111. Draft Special N.I.E., 11-8-54: Probable Warning of Soviet Attack on the U.S. Through Mid- 
1957, 10 September 1954, SNIE 11-8-54 Folder, Box 47, WHO-SANSA, DDEL. 
112. L.A. Minnich, Minutes, BiPartisan Legislative Meeting, January 5, 1954, Staff Notes, Jan- 
uary-December 1954 Folder, Box 4, DDE Diary, ACWF-EPP, DDEL. 
113. A.J. Goodpaster, MCP, 22 December 1954, ACW Diary Dec. 1954 (2) Folder, ACW Diary 
Series, Box 3, ACWF-EPP, DDEL. 
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manner in which SAC will fight a war," was firmly committed to preparing his 
command to preempt Soviet nuclear delivery capability, believing that "if the U.S. is 
pushed in a corner far enough we would not hesitate to strike first." By 1953, SAC 
had identified 409 Soviet airfields which could be used to launch nuclear strikes, and 
the next year, LeMay proposed development of a "comprehensive plan for the defeat 
of Communist air power. "114 

SAC WAR PLANS AND CAPABILITIES 
As of March 1954, SAC's Basic War Plan called for up to 735 bombers to hit Soviet 
early warning screens from all directions simultaneously, using chaff and other elec- 
tronic countermeasures, to overwhelm the extensive Soviet defenses. All designated 
targets would be struck in this single massive blow, in order to minimize the time 
U.S. bombers would have to remain in hostile air space, maximize destruction, and 
reduce the need for costly follow-up strikes. If adequate warning time were available, 
the basic "optimum" strike plan would be executed in full, although there were a 
"multitude of timing variations and options" to allow for such variables as aborts, 
malfunctions, and losses of bases and aircraft to a surprise Soviet attack.115 

The combined SAC offensive against military and urban-industrial targets was not 
necessarily what the President and his top policy advisers had envisaged. In October 
1953, JCS Chairman Admiral Arthur Radford unsuccessfully urged the NSC to estab- 
lish a clear policy for the graduated use of nuclear weapons that gave top priority to 
striking "military forces operating against us or our allies," and targets that would 
support those forces, before launching "unrestricted atomic operations in retaliation 
for such attacks on the west.""l16 In June 1954, Eisenhower expressed his own pref- 
erence for concentrating on military targets. "If we batter Soviet cities to pieces by 
bombing," he asked his JCS in June 1954, "what solution do we have to take control 
of the situation and handle it so as to achieve the objectives for which we went to 
war?" Eisenhower urged the war planners to use more imagination in envisioning 
"the best way to fight the next war in order that we could attain our national objectives 
with the minimum cost and the least dislocation to the world.""l17 

Even within the Air Force community, there were critics of the SAC approach to 
strategic bombing. In 1952, Bernard Brodie had helped prepare a RAND Corporation 
study which warned that American cities were much more vulnerable to thermonu- 

114. Document One in Rosenberg, "'A Smoking Radiating Ruin,"' pp. 18, 27; Letter, Nathan 
Twining to LeMay, 17 June 1954, Twining Folder, Box B-60, LeMay Papers, LC. 
115. Document One in Rosenberg, "'A Smoking Radiating Ruin,"' pp. 24-26; Historical Division, 
Headquarters, Strategic Air Command, "Historical Study 73A, SAC Targeting Concepts" (April 
1959, extracts only declassified, 1980), pp. 2, 3, 5-7; Lemmer, The Air Force and Strategic Deterrence, 
pp. 21-23. 
116. A.W. Radford, Memorandum for Mr. John Foster Dulles, 13 October 1953, CJCS 040 Atomic 
Energy Commission, JCS. 
117. L.L.L. (Lyman L. Lemnitzer) to General Ridgway, 21 June 1954, Historical Record, January 
to 30 June 1954 Folder, Box 30, Ridgway Papers, USAMHI. For a different report of the Presi- 
dent's statement by Press Secretary James Hagerty, see Gaddis, Strategies of Containment, p. 
135n. 
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clear attack than those in the Soviet Union, and recommended that the soon to be 
tested H-bomb be used strictly in a tactical role to reduce the dangers of escalation. 
The study was widely briefed in the Air Staff and the Defense Department, but was 
not well received. The Air Force, Brodie noted, proved "decidedly hostile to any 
notions that it might be necessary to find ways of limiting war by eliminating strategic 
bombing. "118 

By 1954, other RAND strategists led by James Digby, a number of Air Staff planners 
including the future head of ballistic missile development, Brigadier General Bernard 
A. Schriever, and the Evaluation Staff at the Air War College were quietly promoting 
a "no-cities" strategy which would focus U.S. nuclear strikes on Soviet nuclear ca- 
pability and military forces. This strategy was publicly advocated by former Air Force 
Secretary Thomas K. Finletter as well."19 

The Air Force high command, however, continued to favor the proposed combined 
offensive. In the fall of 1953, the Weapons Systems Evaluation Group completed a 
year-long assessment of what impact the planned SAC offensive would have. Count- 
ering the arguments put forward by the VISTA report and RAND, WSEG-10 con- 
cluded that unless strikes were carried out against industrial and government control 
centers, the Soviet Union "could support immense armed forces for at least two years 
of intensive warfare." Even with the successful completion of these strikes, it might 
take four to six months for fuel and lubricant shortages to affect Soviet forces in the 
field. That period could be reduced, however, by application of greater force. In fact, 
it now appeared that "some level of atomic attack would be decisive against the civic- 
political structure of the interior of Russia." The possibility that SAC might be able 
to deliver a single war-winning blow was an irresistible temptation to Air Force 
planners.'20 

Within two years, that capability appeared to be almost within reach. In the spring 
of 1954, the United States began testing thermonuclear weapons with yields as high 
as fifteen megatons, a level which was thought by both the AEC and the military to 
be "as large as need is foreseeably seen."'12' With one of these weapons, which would 
begin entering the stockpile within the year, SAC could destroy a city, a hardened 

118. Brodie, War and Politics, p. 394n. This episode is also discussed in Norman Moss, Men Who 
Play God: The Story of the Hydrogen Bomb (New York: Harper and Row, 1969, Penguin Books 
Reprint with revisions, 1972), pp. 58-60. 
119. Alfred Goldberg, A Brief Survey of the Evolution of Ideas About Counterforce, RM-5431-PR 
(Santa Monica, Calif.: The Rand Corporation, October 1967, Revised March 1981), pp. 8-12; 
Lemmer, The Air Force and Strategic Deterrence, pp. 55-57. 
120. Paper, no author, "Comments on WSEG #10 for General Twining," n.d. (ca. early 1954), 
Ready File, General Twining (1954), Box 120, Twining Papers. The tasking of WSEG #10, 
Evaluation of the Effects of the Mid-1954 First Phase Atomic Offensive Against Fixed Industrial 
Targets in the Soviet Bloc, is in CCS 373 (10-23-48) Sec. 6, 7, and 8, JCS. 
121. Announced U.S. Nuclear Tests, p. 4; Entry, April 5, 1954, Phone Calls, January-May 1954- 
1, DDE Diary, Box 5, ACWF-EPP, DDEL. Even before this test, the JCS had increased their 
request for thermonuclear weapons production. See JCS 2096/19, 18 January 1954, with Decision, 
19 January 1954, CCS 471.6 (12-14-49) Sec. 4, JCS. 
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command center, or an airfield. Possibilities for bonus damage and destruction of 
multiple targets were also greatly enhanced, factors which were still "thought to be 
quite important in view of the many targets requiring destruction and the limited 
size of the Strategic Air Command." 122 In June 1955, SAC received the first of its 
eight-jet B-52 heavy bombers. The B-52, which could carry up to four megaton yield 
bombs over an unrefueled combat radius of 3,000 miles at more than 550 miles per 
hour, would entirely replace the lumbering B-36 by 1959.123 

SAC's expanding capability was enhanced by its growing independence. From 1951 
on, General LeMay did not submit his annually updated Basic War Plans as required 
for JCS review, believing that the details of operational planning should be closely 
guarded. In June 1955, Air Force Chief of Staff Twining sent LeMay a formal request 
for information on SAC missions, priorities, and concept of operations to facilitate 
inter-service coordination. That October, LeMay provided a briefing to the JCS, and 
a limited number of summaries of the current plan.'24 

In the fall of 1955, SAC achieved virtual control over target selection. In October 
1954, Army Chief of Staff Ridgway, noting that SAC's target list was not fully 
consistent with the JSCP list approved by the JCS, urged tighter control over SAC 
planning. "I consider it imperative," he wrote, 
that the Joint Chiefs of Staff insure that the great striking power of the Strategic Air 
Command be employed in accordance with the sound military principle of economy 
of force and in accordance with a national policy which seeks to attain national 
objectives without indiscriminate mass destruction of human life.'25 

In April 1955, Ridgway proposed establishing a Joint Target Selection and Evaluation 
Group to achieve this objective.'26 The Joint Staff committees assigned to study his 
proposal, however, reported back after Ridgway's retirement that joint, Pentagon- 
based planning had become infeasible because of the expanded applications of nuclear 
weapons to targets which could not be pre-identified. They recommended that two 
joint committees prepare the damage criteria to guide target selection, but that the 
actual selection process be delegated to the unified and specified commands, includ- 
ing SAC. This recommendation was approved by the JCS on November 18. Although 
SAC's target list was still subject to JCS approval, the Joint Staff had neither the time 
nor the resources to thoroughly evaluate the finished product, particularly since SAC 
had just acquired its own IBM 704 computer to analyze and prioritize the increasingly 

122. Futrell, Ideas, Concepts, Doctrine, pp. 551-552. 
123. Office of the Historian, Headquarters, Strategic Air Command, Development of Strategic Air 
Command (Omaha, Neb.: Office of the Historian, Headquarters, Strategic Air Command, 1976), 
pp. 43-53, 77. B-52 capabilities are described in Walter Boyne, Boeing B-52, A Documentary History 
(New York: Jane's Publishing Company, 1981), pp. 135-137, 147. 
124. Letter, Nathan Twining to Curtis LeMay, 9 June 1955; LeMay to Twining, 18 June 1955; 
and Twining to LeMay, 22 July 1955, Twining Folder, Box B-60, LeMay Papers, LC; CSAFM 
284-55, 7 October 1955, appended to JCS 2057/32, 7 October 1955, CCS 381 (12-1-47) Sec. 5, JCS. 
125. JCS 2057/47, 18 October 1954, CCS 373.11 (12-14-48) Sec. 20, JCS. 
126. JCS 2056/71, 12 April 1955, forwarding Ridgway Memo of 9 April 1955, ibid., Sec. 23. 
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complex target data base. Since none of the other services could duplicate this ca- 
pability, they found it even more difficult to intervene in target planning and thus 
interrupt the ongoing bootstrapping process.'27 

THE GROWING SOVIET NUCLEAR THREAT 
While U.S. capability was expanding, Soviet capability was kept under constant 
review. In March 1954, President Eisenhower urged the Science Advisory Committee 
of the Office of Defense Mobilization (ODM) to undertake a study of the problem of 
surprise attack in the thermonuclear age. Modern weapons, he noted, "had made it 
easier for a hostile nation with a closed society to plan an attack in secrecy and thus 
gain an advantage denied to the nation with an open society." The Technological 
Capabilities Panel (TCP), chaired by James R. Killian, Jr., president of the Massachu- 
setts Institute of Technology, was convened to prepare a future-oriented study of this 
problem. 128 

The February 1955 report of the TCP, "Meeting the Threat of Surprise Attack," 
provides an important benchmark in the evolution of Eisenhower's thinking about 
nuclear strategy. The report focused on the technical aspects of defense, and at- 
tempted to project "a sense of urgency without despair." The Soviet Union already 
had enough mid-range bombers and bombs of up to one megaton yield, it concluded, 
to seriously damage the United States, and this threat would expand geometrically 
as the Soviets acquired true thermonuclear weapons and long range delivery aircraft. 
The U.S. could expect to maintain its strategic superiority for three to five years, but 
would be vulnerable to a devastating and possibly decisive surprise attack during 
that time. The report gave highest priority to improving intelligence and tactical 
warning capabilities, and preparing for instantaneous response, including the use of 
nuclear armed air defense missiles. It urged the President to proceed with the dis- 
persion of nuclear weapons to offensive and defensive forces, and to grant "advance 
authority for the instant use of the atomic warheads wherever needed over the land 
areas of the United States and Canada. "129 

The TCP report also reaffirmed the JCS BRAVO, ROMEO, and DELTA targeting 
priorities, while stressing the interrelationship between offensive and defensive 
forces: "Our striking forces must blunt the attack at its source: defense must protect 
our retaliatory power as well as our people and our cities. Together they provide 
overall strength and a substantial deterrent to war. "130 Although dispersing the 

127. JCS 2056/75, 10 November 1955, with Decision, 18 November 1955, ibid., Sec. 24; "Strategic 
Air Command Progress Analysis, 1948-1956," pp. 65-69. 
128. James R. Killian, Jr., Sputniks, Scientists, and Eisenhower (Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press, 
1977), pp. 68-71. 
129. "Meeting the Threat of Surprise Attack," The Report to the President by the Technological 
Capabilities Panel of the Science Advisory Committee, Office of Defense Mobilization, February 
14, 1955, Technological Capabilities Panel of the S.A.C., Report to the President, February 14, 
1955 Folder, Subject Series, Alphabetical Subseries, Box 11, WHO-SS, DDEL, Vol. I, pp. 10-22, 
31-46, Vol. II, pp. 50-71, 73-111. 
130. Ibid., p. 17. See also Killian, Sputniks, Scientists, and Eisenhower, pp. 71-93. 
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bomber force would provide interim protection against surprise attack, the best 
solution, the TCP concluded, would be to ensure that the bombers were enroute to 
their targets before any attack arrived. It also warned that the United States must 
prepare for a period of transition and instability after about 1958 or 1960, during 
which the advantage would rest with whichever side acquired and deployed ballistic 
missiles in threatening numbers, and urged a continued commitment to ballistic 
missile development programs. Eisenhower was very much impressed by the TCP 
report, and from this time on relied increasingly on the advice of scientists, whom 
he viewed as honest brokers with regard to the complex and often politicized issues 
of nuclear strategy. 

A second report issued in February 1955 provided a more detailed analysis of U.S. 
thermonuclear capability, and raised a disturbing question not addressed by the TCP. 
What if the U.S. no longer had the capability to blunt an impending Soviet attack "at 
its source"? WSEG-12, a study by the Weapons System Evaluation Group, projected 
that the atomic offensive outlined in the JSCP for Fiscal Year 1956 might have achieved 
the ultimate goal of ending a general war in a single blow. It would destroy virtually 
all Soviet atomic production capability, obliterate 118 out of 134 major cities, cause 
60 million deaths, and "virtually eliminate the Soviet bloc industrial capabilities, and 
preclude any significant recuperation for at least one year." But WSEG-12 also pointed 
out that even if SAC destroyed the 645 targeted airfields, there would still be at least 
240 remaining to which Soviet bombers could be dispersed and survive attack. "To 
achieve a high degree of assurance of destroying all known Soviet operational and 
staging bases," the report concluded, "would require an allocation of approximately 
twice that evaluated." Even these additional bombs and bombers, it added, "cannot 
prevent the Soviets launching a strike unless we hit first."'131 

The projection that the United States might no longer be able to substantially disarm 
the Soviet Union was based on potential, rather than actual, dispersion of the Soviet 
bomber force. The problem would become increasingly real as the size and range of 
the Soviet force expanded. In May 1955, a National Intelligence Estimate (NIE) set 
current Soviet medium bomber strength at more than 1,300. Some 1,100 of these were 
obsolete TU-4 "Bull" propeller driven imitations of the U.S. B-29, and the rest were 
"Badger" jet bombers equivalent to the B-47, but despite their deficiencies, all were 
considered capable of striking the U.S. on one-way missions. The NIE also estimated 
that the Soviet Union had some 20 "Bear" turbo-prop and 20 "Bison" jet heavy long- 
range bombers. Much more disturbing was the forecast that there would be approx- 
imately 700 Soviet heavy bombers by mid-1959, as well as 700 "Badgers. "132 

Expanding Soviet delivery capability was complemented by advances in weapons 
technology. In November 1955, a 1.6 megaton test confirmed Soviet achievement of 

131. Briefing of WSEG Report No. 12, "Evaluation of An Atomic Offensive in Support of the 
Joint Strategic Capabilities Plan," April 8, 1955, Document Two in Rosenberg, "'A Smoking 
Radiating Ruin,"' pp. 29-38. WSEG-12's summary report was completed February 28, 1955, 
according to John Ponturo, Analytical Support for the Joint Chiefs of Staff: The WSEG Experience, 
1948-1976 (Arlington, Va.: Institute for Defense Analyses Study S-507, July 1979), p. 101. 
132. N.I.E. 11-3-55, 17 May 1955, pp. 30-31; Prados, The Soviet Estimate, pp. 38-47. 

This content downloaded from 86.145.55.21 on Tue, 20 Oct 2015 19:06:22 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions



International Security 140 

a "true" two-stage thermonuclear capability.'33 With such weapons, the USSR could 
seriously damage the United States even if only a few bombers managed to escape 
destruction and penetrate U.S. defenses. The "bomber gap" was widely perceived as 
a technological or numerical challenge. But, Eisenhower never accepted the intelli- 
gence estimates of such a gap, and his JCS were split over both the gap's existence 
and significance. To them, the 1956 controversy suggested something more complex 
and ominous: the declining U.S. ability to preempt and disarm an impending Soviet 
strike. 

In mid-January 1956, Eisenhower sought to impress on the NSC the appalling 
"chaos and destruction" the United States would suffer in a thermonuclear war. He 
urged the NSC to continue to maintain a five-year strategic materials stockpile, 
believing it was "crazy" to think that any war could be "won or lost in a period of 
thirty days." Nevertheless he asked his advisers to seriously consider what would 
happen when "we reach a point where we will have passed the limits of what human 
beings can endure."lM 

The President's concerns were echoed by the Net Evaluation Subcommittee report 
of January 23, 1956, which projected that by mid-1958, even with advance warning, 
the nation would be virtually defenseless against a devastating Soviet attack. The 
U.S. could probably inflict three times as much damage in retaliation, Eisenhower 
wrote in his diary, but 
there was little we could do during the month of warning in the way of dispersal of 
population, of industries, or of perfecting defenses that would cut down losses. The 
only possible way of reducing losses would be for us to take the initiative sometime 
during the assumed month in which we had the warning of an attack and launch a 
surprise attack against the Soviets.'35 

Since this would not only violate national tradition, but would require rapid, totally 
secret congressional action and immediate implementation, he added, "it would 
appear impossible that any such thing would occur. "136 

REAFFIRMING MASSIVE RETALIATION 
The prospect that the United States might be confronting an enemy which it could 
virtually destroy, but could not effectively disarm, raised serious questions about 
massive retaliation as a strategy of national defense, and sparked renewed interest 
in exploring the possibilities and difficulties of nuclear deterrence. President Eisen- 
hower, however, despite his increasing pessimism regarding the outcome of a general 

133. Holloway, "Soviet Thermonuclear Development," pp. 192-197; Rear Admiral Edwin T. 
Layton, Memorandum for Chairman, Joint Chiefs of Staff, Subject: Implications of Soviet Ar- 
maments Programs and Increasing Military Capabilities, 9 December 1955, CJCS 091 Russia, 
1953-1955, JCS. 
134. Memorandum, by S. Everett Gleason, Subject: Discussion at the 272nd Meeting of the 
National Security Council, Thursday, January 12, 1956, January 13, 1956, 272nd Meeting of the 
NSC Folder, NSC Series, Box 7, ACWF-EPP, DDEL. 
135. Diary entry, January 23, 1956, Ferrell, ed., The Eisenhower Diaries, pp. 311-312. 
136. Ibid. 
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war, responded to the challenge by strengthening rather than revising his scenario 
for nuclear exchange. During the winter and spring of 1956 he took steps to bring 
U.S. force structures more clearly into line with a policy of instant nuclear response, 
and sought more explicit NSC endorsement of such a strategy. In April 1956, he 
proposed a $500 million supplemental defense appropriation to expand B-52 produc- 
tion from 17 to 20 a month. Although there might be no winners in a thermonuclear 
war, the President told his JCS, "we don't want to lose any worse than we have 
to. "137 

From the beginning, the JCS had been divided over the concept of massive retal- 
iation and in particular what force structure was needed to effectively implement it. 
The four-day marathon in August 1953 aboard the yacht Sequoia during which the 
Chiefs personally hammered out the New Look succeeded more as a result of ex- 
haustion than real consensus. The recurrent theme in the JCS debates was to what 
degree the United States should rely on strategic air power to achieve its national 
security objectives. From 1953 until his retirement in 1955, Army Chief of Staff 
Ridgway repeatedly argued that greater emphasis should be placed on the problems 
of limited conflicts and the need for conventional forces. This argument was taken 
up even more forcefully by his successor, General Maxwell Taylor.'38 

By January 1956, primarily as a result of Army dissents, the JCS were deeply divided 
over the strategic concepts for the JSCP and JSOP. In late January, determined to 
unify the Chiefs behind the President's policy, Secretary of Defense Wilson requested 
a new three-year statement of force requirements and strategy, to replace the 1953 
New Look. This statement was to be based on the assumptions, approved by Eisen- 
hower, that "if general war should be forced upon us, the U.S. will employ atomic 
weapons from the outset of hostilities," and would employ them in lesser conflicts, 
in the absence of overriding political considerations, "whenever it is of military 
advantage to do so. "139 Taylor was convinced that these assumptions were inconsis- 
tent with both national interest and policy and took every opportunity to challenge 

137. A.J. Goodpaster, MCP, February 10, 1956; Eisenhower's reactions to the Bomber Gap are 
recounted in Prados, The Soviet Estimate, pp. 43-50; Department of Defense, Semi Annual Report 
of the Secretary of Defense, January 1 to June 30, 1957 (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing 
Office, 1957), p. 8. 
138. The "New Look" debates are chronicled by Stephen Jurika, Jr., ed., From Pearl Harbor to 
Vietnam: The Memoirs of Admiral Arthur W. Radford (Stanford, Calif.: Hoover Institution Press, 
1980), pp. 327-330; and papers in the JCS 2101 series, CCS 381 U.S. (1-31-50) Secs. 26 through 
32, JCS. Later debates are covered in the CJCS 381 (Military Strategy and Posture) files of JCS 
Chairman Radford's Office Files, JCS; and exemplified by JSCP debates in JSPC 877/299, 23 
November 1955, CCS 381 (11-29-49) Sec. 27. See also Matthew W. Ridgway with Harold H. 
Martin, Soldier (New York: Harper and Row, 1956), pp. 266-322; and General Maxwell D. Taylor, 
The Uncertain Trumpet (New York: Harper and Row, 1959), pp. 23-46. 
139. Memorandum, C.E. Wilson to Chairman, JCS, 27 January 1956, Subject: Military Strategy 
and Posture, and Memorandum, Lt. Colonel C.J. George to Wilson, February 6, 1956, CJCS 381 
(Military Strategy and Posture) 1956, JCS. The Wilson memo is also in Military Planning 1956- 
7, Folder 2, Subject Series, Defense Department Subseries, Box 6, WHO-SS, DDEL. Significantly, 
this copy, declassified in 1980 vice 1978 for the copy in the JCS files, has the section on nuclear 
weapons use quoted here deleted. 
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them, despite Eisenhower's admonishments that the JCS must achieve consensus on 
such critical issues. 

On March 15, 1956, the NSC adopted a revised statement of basic national security 
policy which called for flexibility and emphasized the importance of containing limited 
conflicts, but ultimately deferred to presidential prerogative in establishing nuclear 
strategy. NSC-5602/1 declared that nuclear weapons "will be used in general war and 
in military operations short of general war as authorized by the President." It again 
rejected preventive war, while affirming national "determination to prevail if general 
war eventuates." Most significant, it anticipated the need for pre-authorization for 
the use of nuclear weapons. "Such authorization as may be given in advance," it 
stated simply, "will be determined by the President."140 

On March 30, Eisenhower met with the JCS to explain his interpretation of this 
policy statement. "Any war in which Russian troops were involved directly against 
United States forces or the United States" would be general war, the President ruled, 
and any such Soviet attack would be met by launching SAC "as soon as he found 
out that Russian troops were on the move," while simultaneously requesting Con- 
gress to declare war. "The attack once in the air could be recalled," he remarked, but 
"if it stayed on the ground it might not ever get off."141 

On May 24, Taylor met with Eisenhower a final time to argue for modification of 
this strategy. By 1960, he argued, both the U.S. and the USSR would have such large 
thermonuclear stockpiles that "a situation of mutual deterrence must be envisaged." 
The greatest danger then would be posed by the possible escalation of an initially 
small conflict into general war. By focusing on the "worst case" scenario of a full- 
scale nuclear exchange, the U.S. was preparing for the least likely eventuality, and 
freezing out conventional forces needed to contain limited conflicts. Taylor also urged 
the President to reconsider the use of nuclear weapons in local conflicts, given the 
dangers of escalation. 

Eisenhower remained unconvinced. The use of tactical nuclear weapons would not 
provoke escalation any more than "twenty ton blockbusters," and he was determined 
not to let U.S. forces become bogged down in small conventional wars. Taylor's 
arguments, Eisenhower stated, depended "on an assumption that we are opposed 
by people who would think as we do with regard to the value of human life." If the 
Soviets decided to risk a "life and death struggle," they would certainly use atomic 
weapons at once, "and in full force." The only prudent course would be "to get our 
striking force into the air immediately upon notice of hostile action by the Soviets." 
Massive retaliation would be the "key to survival. "142 

140. NSC 5602/1, Basic National Security Policy, March 15, 1956, NSC 5602/1, Basic National 
Security Policy Folder, NSC Series, Policy Papers Subseries, Box 17, WHO-SANSA, DDEL, pp. 
1-11. 
141. A.J. Goodpaster, MCP, March 30, 1956, dated April 2, 1956, April 1956-Goodpaster Folder, 
DDE Diaries, Box 15, ACWF-EPP, DDEL; Arleigh Burke, Memorandum for the Record, Subject: 
Conversation with the President, 30 March 1956, Originator's File, AAB, NHC. 
142. A.J. Goodpaster, MCP, May 24, 1956, May 1956-Goodpaster Folder, DDE Diaries, Box 15, 
ACWF-EPP, DDEL. 
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Recognizing defeat, Taylor abandoned his protest. The President's strategic con- 
cepts requiring nuclear response in a general war were incorporated into both the 
JSCP and JSOP. The Army resigned itself for the time being to consequent force 
reductions, and by September had begun reorganizing its combat forces into "Pen- 
tomic" divisions to maximize their effectiveness on a nuclear battlefield.143 

To further strengthen the U.S. position, Eisenhower also approved a JCS request 
for increased production of both very high yield thermonuclear weapons and small 
warheads suitable for air defense. In February 1956, when informed that air defense 
requirements might absorb a considerable portion of U.S. nuclear production in the 
future, the President responded that "nuclear production is now so vast that it may 
be possible to have everything that is needed."144 In early 1957, the first MB-1 "Genie" 
two kiloton yield atomic air-to-air missiles were deployed, followed in 1958 by nuclear 
armed "Nike Hercules" surface-to-air missiles.145 In April 1956, Eisenhower apparently 
authorized the Air Defense Command to use these missiles immediately in case of 
surprise attack when it would be infeasible to wait for orders. This type of advance 
authorization had been proposed by the TCP report in 1955, and endorsed by NSC- 
5602/1. The 1952 instructions and procedures for the "Interception and Engagement" 
of enemy aircraft were utilized to implement the President's directive.146 

In endorsing the JCS production goals for high yield weapons, Eisenhower overrode 
strong objections within the JCS to the Air Force statement of weapons requirements. 
Increased production was justified through 1959, the President ruled on February 29, 
although he thought there should be a "levelling off" after that time. He saw merit, 
however, in the objections raised to Air Force plans for the use of such weapons, 
and urged the JCS to review their targeting plans to reduce application of thermo- 

143. The record of JSCP/JSOP debates and their resolution may be found in CJCS (Military 
Strategy and Posture) and in CCS 381 (11-29-49) Sec. 30, JCS. The approved strategic concepts 
are in SM-423-56, 23 May 1956, in ibid., and SM-763-56, 19 Sept. 1956, CCS 381 U.S. (1-31-50) 
Sec. 66, JCS. "Pentomic" reorganization is recounted in A.J. Goodpaster, MCP, October 11, 
1956, Diary-Staff Memos, October 1956, DDE Diary, Box 19, ACWF-EPP, DDEL. 
144. A.J. Goodpaster, MCP, February 10, 1956. 
145. MB-1 Genie deployment is noted in Naval Message, Basegram, from Admiral H.D. Felt, 
192309Z February 1957, CCS 471.6 (8-15-45) Sec. 90, JCS. Genie yield is based on information 
in Tom Compere, ed., The Air Force Blue Book, 1961, Vol. II (New York: Military Publishing 
Institute, 1960), p. 341, and Announced U.S. Nuclear Tests, p. 6. Deployment of Nike Hercules 
with nuclear warheads is noted in letter, Neil McElroy to the President, January 12, 1958, Neil 
McElroy, Secretary of Defense 1959, Folder 4, Administration Series, Box 28, ACWF-EPP, DDEL; 
list, Los Alamos Stockpiled Nuclear Weapon Designs; and U.S. Army Antiaircraft Artillery and 
Guided Missile School, Fort Bliss, Texas, Joint Doctrine, Army Surface to Air Atomic Fires in 
Air Defense, January 8, 1957, File No. AAGMS, SAAF, JD, USAMHI. 
146. The 1956 Authorization based on the 1952 instructions is noted in Arthur W. Radford, 
Memorandum for the Secretary of Defense, Subject: Department of Defense Report on Status 
of U.S. Military Programs as of 31 December 1956, March 20, 1957, CCS 381 U.S. (1-31-50) Sec. 
68, JCS. "Interception and Engagement Instructions," n.d., but noted "approved Nov. 52," in 
Nuclear Weapons, Instructions for Use, June 1958 Folder, Administration Series, Box 31, ACWF- 
EPP, DDEL. The April 1956 date is based on the titles of documents 16-22 on the Withdrawal 
Sheet in "AEC-Policy on Use of Atomic Weapons," Briefing Notes Subseries, NSC Series, Box 
1, WHO-SANSA, DDEL. 
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nuclear weapons "inappropriately against industrial targets of too little overall im- 
portance," and to avoid overlapping "of large numbers of large yield weapons on 
specific targets." Bombs with yields ""greater than two megatons should be used only 
for very special purposes," he warned, and targeting should be tailored not to cause 
"unnecessarily high population losses. "147 This directive, which reaffirmed Eisenhow- 
er's preference for targeting military capability rather than the urban-industrial base, 
marked the beginning of a serious effort to contain escalating force and weapons 
requirements during the difficult years which lay ahead. 

Entering the Missile Age: ICBMs, Bomber Vulnerability, and Interservice Rivalry, 1957- 
1961 

It was the dawning of the ballistic missile era, and in particular the projected deploy- 
ment of Soviet intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs) which finally forced Presi- 
dent Eisenhower to reevaluate his scenario for general war. The Soviet missile threat 
posed a twofold strategic challenge. Because tactical warning of a surprise attack 
would be measured in minutes, it would vastly complicate the problem of getting 
SAC's bombers in the air before the attack arrived. Because ballistic missiles would 
be very difficult to locate and destroy, the problem of neutralizing Soviet nuclear 
capability would be greatly compounded. In coming to grips with these challenges, 
the Eisenhower Administration faced a series of crucial decisions between 1957 and 
1961. These included how to deal with bomber force vulnerability, what types and 
numbers of ballistic missile systems should be authorized, how forces should be 
based and targeted, and whether they were intended primarily for preemptive or 
retaliatory attacks. During these four years, real alternatives to the planned SAC 
offensive emerged, but failed to take hold. Although Eisenhower repeatedly ex- 
pressed a desire to place limits on the proposed offensive, he ultimately failed to do 
so. 

DEVELOPING BALLISTIC MISSILES 
All three services had worked on missile development since World War II, although 
progress through 1950 was slowed by the Truman Administration's budget ceilings. 
Work on an ICBM was further delayed by doubts as to whether it would be possible 
to develop missiles capable of delivering the large and heavy weapons then in 
production, and, if so, whether they would have the accuracy or yield necessary to 
destroy specific targets. The Korean War rearmament program, with its two to four 
year time frame, facilitated development of Army and Navy air defense missiles and 
atomic armed tactical ballistic and cruise missiles, but gave little impetus to the ICBM. 
The successful test of a true thermonuclear weapon in October 1952, portending 
yields high enough to compensate for poor accuracy, and the warhead weight re- 

147. A.J. Goodpaster, Memorandum for Admiral Arthur W. Radford, February 29, 1956, Joint 
Chiefs of Staff, January-April 1956, Folder 2, Subject Series, Defense Department, Box 4, WHO- 
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ductions predicted by the AEC greatly improved prospects for the ICBM. In December 
1952, an Air Force ad hoc committee recommended loosening accuracy requirements 
from 1,500 feet to one mile, and lowering warhead weight from 10,000 to 3,000 pounds 
in order to facilitate development. Because of the change in administrations, and 
Eisenhower's cuts in the Air Force budget, however, there was no immediate follow- 
up on these recommendations.148 

In November 1953, during the New Look, Trevor Gardner, the Secretary of the Air 
Force's special assistant for research and development, set up the Strategic Missiles 
Evaluation Committee, which produced its report in February 1954. This report, and 
a concurrent RAND Corporation study, projected that an ICBM could be deployed 
by 1960 or soon after, if yield, payload, and accuracy requirements were broadened, 
additional funds were allocated, and the entire program was given high priority. 
Steps were subsequently taken to reorient the ongoing Atlas ICBM program, and to 
provide financing from Air Force funds adequate to ensure that ""the extent to which 
it is accelerated [would] be limited only by technical progress. "149 

The report of the Technological Capabilities Panel (TCP), which had been formed 
as a result of a 1954 briefing by Trevor Gardner, gave crucial support to ballistic 
missile programs. The TCP emphasized the importance of maintaining the U.S. 
technological lead over the Soviet Union, and recommended accelerated development 
of both land-based ICBMs and land- and sea-based Intermediate Range Ballistic 
Missiles (IRBMs), all armed with megaton warheads. By the end of 1955, the Army, 
Navy, and Air Force had each organized an IRBM development program, and these, 
along with the Air Force ICBM effort, were accorded highest national priority.'50 

Despite Eisenhower's support for these programs, he retained serious reservations. 
In December 1956, the President told the JCS that he did "not think too much of the 
ballistic missiles as military weapons," and had only approved the acceleration rec- 
ommended by the TCP because of the "psychological importance" of the new tech- 
nology. He did not foresee the need for a large missile force once the nation proved 

148. The best sources on ballistic missiles are Edmund Beard, Developing the ICBM: A Study in 
Bureaucratic Politics (New York: Columbia University Press, 1976); Ernest G. Schwiebert, A History 
of the U.S. Air Force Ballistic Missiles (New York: Frederick A. Praeger, 1965); Nathan F. Twining, 
Neither Liberty nor Safety (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1966), pp. 299-309; Michael 
A. Armacost, The Politics of Weapons Innovation: The Thor-Jupiter Controversy (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1969); Lemmer, The Air Force and Strategic Deterrence, pp. 11-19, 40-46; Max 
Rosenberg, The Air Force and the National Guided Missile Program, 1944-1950 (Washington, D.C.: 
USAF Historical Division Liaison Office, June 1964, declassified 1981); and Robert L. Perry, The 
Ballistic Missile Decisions, P3686 (Santa Monica, Calif.: Rand Corporation, October 1967). 
149. Decision on AFC 12/8, Subject: USAF Strategic Missile Program, 6 May 1954, Air Force 
Council Decisions, Vol. I, Box 103, Twining Papers, LC; Beard, Developing the ICBM, pp. 142- 
187; Schwiebert, USAF Ballistic Missiles, pp. 67-85, 217-219. 
150. Technological Capabilities Panel Report, pp. 38-39, 63-65; James S. Lay, Jr., Memorandum 
for the National Security Council, Subject: Recommendations of the Report to the President by 
the Technological Capabilities Panel of the Science Advisory Committee, ODM, Continental 
Defense, Study of, by R. Sprague, 1955, Folder 8, NSC Series, Subject Subseries, Box 1, WHO- 
SANSA, DDEL. 
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it could master the technology. Bombers would be the mainstay of SAC for ten years 
or more, Eisenhower predicted, especially since the U.S. already had large bomber 
forces, and "we must consider how to use them." Secretary of Defense Wilson 
proposed, and Eisenhower apparently concurred, that "150 well-targeted missiles 
might be enough."'151 

COPING WITH BOMBER VULNERABILITY 
By 1956, the Air Force was beginning to address the problem of the vulnerability of 
bomber forces in the missile age, and in particular the need to adjust to drastically 
reduced tactical warning time. As early as 1951, the RAND Corporation had begun 
a series of studies for the Air Staff on "the effectiveness of our strike force under 
surprise attack." The first reports focused on the problem of protecting overseas 
bases, and resulted in the Air Force's decision to use such bases only for pre- and 
post-strike refueling.152 In 1956, echoing the findings of the TCP report, RAND ana- 
lysts warned that bombers based in the United States might soon be in danger of air 
or even missile attack, and recommended improvements in early warning systems 
and SAC response time, dispersal of the bomber force, and improved airfield defen- 
ses. In response to such concerns, SAC moved to construct or acquire additional 
bases in the U.S. and Canada, and conducted a series of tests from November 1956 
through September 1957 to evaluate the human and material requirements of holding 
one-third of the bomber force on fifteen minute "ground alert. "153 

In the spring of 1957, responding to growing concern about national vulnerability, 
the Federal Civil Defense Administration proposed an ambitious $32 to $50 billion 
civil defense program. At the request of the NSC, the ODM Science Advisory Com- 
mittee set up the Security Resources Panel to analyze the merits of the proposal. The 
chairman of the panel, H. Rowan Gaither, a long-time RAND trustee and adviser, 
subsequently requested and received permission to expand the scope of the study to 
include the entire question of national defense in the ballistic missile era.154 

The final report of the Gaither Committee, "Deterrence and Survival in the Nuclear 
Age," was briefed to the President on November 4, and to the NSC three days later. 

151. A.J. Goodpaster, MCP, December 19, 1956, dated December 20, 1956, December 1956 
Diary-Staff Memos Folder, DDE Diary, Box 20, ACWF-EPP, DDEL. A similar comment may 
be found in A.J. Goodpaster, MCP, March 15, 1956, dated March 16, 1956, Joint Chiefs of Staff, 
January-April 1956 Folder 2, Subject Series, Defense Department Subseries, Box 4, WHO-SS, 
DDEL. 
152. Decision on AFC 22/4a, Subject: Vulnerability of the USAF Strategic Striking Complex, 10 
March 1953, Air Force Council Decisions, Vol. I, Box 103, Twining Papers, LC. See also A.J. 
Wohlstetter et al., Selection and Use of Strategic Air Bases, R-266 (Santa Monica, Calif.: Rand 
Corporation, April 1954). 
153. Staff Report, Protecting U.S. Power to Strike Back in the 1950s and 1960s, R-290 (Santa Monica, 
Calif.: Rand Corporation, Contract No. AF 18 [600]-1600, September 1, 1956); Development of 
Strategic Air Command, pp. 58-60; Strategic Air Command Progress Analysis, 1948-1956, Fore- 
word, pp. 117-135; Decision on AFC 20/7, 6 March 1956, Subject: Strategic Plan of Operations, 
Air Force Council Decisions, Vol. I, Box 103, Twining Papers, LC. 
154. Robert Cutler, No Time For Rest (Boston: Atlantic-Little Brown and Co., 1956), pp. 347-361; 
Prados, The Soviet Estimate, pp. 51-75. 
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It expressed only moderate support for fallout shelters, and instead assigned highest 
priority to improving SAC's survivability. The only way to protect the American 
people, the report concluded, would be to deter war through the maintenance of a 
secure and effective retaliatory striking force. It warned that "by 1959 the U.S.S.R. 
may be able to launch an attack with ICBMs carrying megaton warheads against 
which SAC will be almost completely vulnerable under present programs," and urged 
that steps be taken to reduce SAC reaction time, improve tactical warning, increase 
bomber dispersion, and improve active and passive airfield defenses. It also recom- 
mended further acceleration of U.S. ballistic missile programs, with particular em- 
phasis on the Polaris submarine-launched IRBM because of its "advantages of mobility 
and greatly reduced vulnerability."1155 Three of the committee members, the President 
was told privately, had advocated reconsideration of the option of preventive war as 
a means of avoiding a situation of extreme jeopardy.156 

Eisenhower responded to the Gaither Committee briefing cautiously. It was his 
belief, he stated, that the threat was being considerably overestimated, and that 
Soviet ballistic missile technology was not progressing as fast as projected. For at 
least the next five years, "aircraft would still be the primary means of carrying out 
destruction, and during this period we have the capability of delivering the greater 
blow." He agreed that ballistic missile development programs should be further 
accelerated, and that SAC response time should be reduced, since "there is in reality 
no defense except to retaliate."1157 SAC must realize, he stated after the briefing, that 
"/we must not allow the enemy to strike the first blow."''58 

This aspect of the problem was underlined on November 7 when Eisenhower was 
briefed by the chairman of the Gaither steering committee, R.C. Sprague, who had 
conducted his own highly secret investigation of SAC readiness. Sprague reported 
that SAC had not yet implemented a ground alert, and on a particular randomly 
selected day "not a single plane could have left the ground within six hours except 
for a few that were by chance in the air on a test at the time." In an actual surprise 
attack, the U.S. could probably count on getting only 50 to 150 large weapons off the 
ground, and these would be totally inadequate to achieve a "substantial retaliatory 
attack. "159 

155. A.J. Goodpaster, MCP, November 4, 1957, dated November 6, 195, Science Advisory 
Committee, November 1957-April 1958, Folder 3, Subject Series, Alphabetical Subseries, Box 
23, WHO-SS, DDEL; NSC 5724, "Deterrence and Survival in the Nuclear Age," Report to the 
President by the Security Resources Panel of the Science Advisory Committee, 7 November 
1957, in Gaither Report, November 1957-January 1958, Folder 2, ibid., Box 13. 
156. Appointments, November 9, 1957, November 1957 Folder 2, ACW Diary, Box 9, ACWF- 
EPP, DDEL. 
157. A.J. Goodpaster, MCP, November 4, 1957. 
158. Appointments, November 9, 1957. 
159. A.J. Goodpaster, MCP, November 7, 1957, following NSC Meeting, Military Planning, 
1958-1961, Folder 3, Subject Series, Defense Department Subseries, Box 6, WHO-SS, DDEL; 
Robert Cutler, Memorandum for the President, Subject: SAC Concentration in U.S. and Reaction 
Time, October 25, 1957, Robert Cutler 1956-7, Folder 1, Administration Series, Box 11, ACWF- 
EPP, DDEL. 
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Despite its political volatility, the Gaither report was more a symptom than a cause 
of change. Eisenhower believed that the U.S. was facing a gradual deterioration of 
strategic advantage, as forecast by the TCP report, but not an immediate crisis. "Until 
an enemy [has] enough operational capability to destroy most of our bases simulta- 
neously and thus prevent retaliation by us," he stated in February 1958, "'our deterrent 
remains effective. "160 Recalling the illusory "bomber gap" dissipated by U-2 recon- 
naissance, the President was skeptical of the 1958 National Intelligence Estimates 
which projected that there might be 100 Soviet ICBMs by mid-1959 or 1960, and 500 
by 1963, and subsequent NIEs suggested that his doubts had been justified. Unfor- 
tunately, the "missile gap" would become a potent political issue exploited by Dem- 
ocratic presidential hopefuls, despite Eisenhower's efforts to dispel it, and would not 
be shown to be illusion until the first Discoverer and SAMOS satellites documented 
the miniscule size of Soviet missile capability in 1960-1961.161 

Eisenhower's approach to protecting U.S. bombers in the missile age was not to 
increase their survivability on the ground, but to ensure that they would be in the 
air by the time any surprise attack arrived. The program of bomber blast shelters 
recommended by the Gaither Committee was not implemented, and from 1957 on, 
airfield defense programs such as air defense missiles, interceptors, and survivable 
command and control systems were cut back. On the other hand, a concerted effort 
was made to increase tactical warning time and rapid response. In January 1958, 
Defense Secretary Neil McElroy approved development of the Ballistic Missile Early 
Warning System (BMEWS) to complement the Distant Early Warning Line activated 
in August 1957. Construction was soon begun on BMEWS stations in England, 
Greenland, and Canada. In 1958, development work was begun as well on the 
"Midas" early warning satellite.162 

To further reduce reaction time, on May 22, 1957, Eisenhower issued an "authori- 
zation for the expenditure of nuclear weapons," still classified, which apparently 
went beyond the air defense authorization of the previous year, and gave permission 
for nuclear response under a variety of emergency conditions. The very complex 
instructions needed to implement this authorization required extensive consideration 
by the Departments of Defense and State, and were not approved until February 17, 
1959. Other Emergency Action Documents, including possibly a secret executive order 
covering the transfer of nuclear weapons from the AEC to the military and their 

160. A.J. Goodpaster, MCP, February 4, 1958, dated February 6, 1958, Missiles and Satellites, 
Vol. II, January-February 1958, Folder II, Subject Series, Defense Department Subseries, WHO- 
SS, DDEL. 
161. Anticipated Soviet ICBM deployments are laid out in JCS 1899/523, 20 October 1959, CCS 
3340, Strategic Air and ICBM Operations, 10 September 1959, JCS; Prados, The Soviet Estimate, 
pp. 75-126. 
162. Lemmer, The Air Force and Strategic Deterrence, pp. 45-51; Office of the Director, Defense 
Research and Engineering, Report No. 10, Military Space Projects, March-April, May 1960, 
Folder, same title, Subject Series, Defense Department Subseries, Box 9, WHO-SS, DDEL. JCS 
discussions of the Gaither report's implications for continental defense are in the JCS 2101 series, 
CCS 381 U.S. (1-31-50) Secs. 74-79, while those pertaining to SAC vulnerability are in the JCS 
1899 series, CCS 381 U.S. (5-23-46) Secs. 94-98, both JCS. 
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subsequent utilization, were also promulgated during this time. Finally, in 1960, a 
series of still classified directives regarding the use of nuclear weapons was issued to 
each of the unified and specified commanders.'63 

Significant progress was also made in reducing SAC response time. In 1959, the 
goal of holding one-third of the bomber force on ground alert was achieved, by 
adding more bomber crews, restructuring maintenance schedules, and redesigning 
runway approach ramps.164 On March 1, 1958, the Chief of Staff of the Air Force 
authorized SAC to implement the "fail safe" or "positive control" system, which 
would permit rapid response without the risk of initiating war through miscalculation. 
Bombers would take off at the first sign of a Soviet strike, and proceed along Emer- 
gency War Plan routes toward their targets, but their missions would be aborted at 
a pre-specified point unless they received the "go" code to continue. SAC also pushed 
ahead with its plans to establish an airborne alert consisting of one-fourth of the B- 
52 force. In 1959, the JCS approved the airborne alert in principle, but because of the 
considerable cost of continuous operations, recommended that it be put into operation 
only when the President considered such special precautions necessary.165 

MORE CAPABILITY, MORE TARGETS 
The development of SAC alert plans was greatly facilitated by advances in weapons 
design. Through the mid-1950s, the fission cores used to fuel atomic weapons and to 
initiate the fusion reaction in "two stage" thermonuclear bombs could be inserted 
only immediately before takeoff, or in flight. This problem was solved by the perfec- 
tion of a new "sealed pit" advanced bomb design which, among other things, con- 
tained smaller amounts of high explosives and fissionable material. The sealed pit 

163. The documentary evidence on advance authorization is fragmentary. This statement is 
based on B.L. Austin, Memorandum for Chairman, JCS, DM-93-58, 27 March 1958, Subject: 
Status of the "Instructions for the Expenditure of Nuclear Weapons under Special Circum- 
stances," CCS 471.6 (8-15-45) Sec. 111, JCS; Memoranda, James S. Lay, Jr. to the Secretaries of 
State and Defense, Subject: Policy Regarding Use of Atomic Weapons, March 19, April 2, April 
9, and April 23, 1958; Memorandum, Gordon Gray to General Goodpaster, December 15, 1958, 
discussing proposed Executive Order; undated page containing chronology of developments 
regarding Instructions for the Expenditure of Nuclear Weapons from February 17, 1959 through 
May 18, 1960; and letter, Thomas S. Gates to the President, June 5, 1959, all in AEC-Policy on 
Use of Atomic Weapons Folder, Box 9, WHO, Project Cleanup, DDEL; withdrawal sheet of 
documents in ibid.; and withdrawal sheets of documents in Atomic Weapons, Presidential 
Approval and Instructions for Use Of, Folders 1-5; and Atomic Weapons, Correspondence and 
Background for Presidential Approval, Policy re Use, Folders 2-6, both in NSC Series, Subject 
Subseries, Box 1, WHO-SANSA, DDEL; and Instructions to Commanders, Folders 1-5, Subject 
Series, Alphabetical Subseries, Box 14, WHO-SS, DDEL. 
164. Development of Strategic Air Command, pp. 67-77; Special Report on SAC in Aviation Week 
and Space Technology, June 20, 1960, pp. 101-144; WSEG Staff Study No. 77, The Feasibility, Cost 
and Effectiveness of Dual Runways at SAC Bomber Bases, 20 July 1959, CCS 4960, Air Bases, 
27 July 1959, JCS. 
165. Memo, Chief of Staff, USAF to the JCS, on Launching of the Strategic Air Command Alert 
Force, CSAFM-72-58, 10 March 1958, enclosed in JCS 1899/398, 10 March 1958, in CCS 381 U.S. 
(5-23-46) Sec. 95, JCS. JCS deliberations on Airborne Alert are in CCS 3340, Strategic Air and 
ICBM Operations, 10 September 1959, JCS, and Futrell, Ideas, Concepts, Doctrine, pp. 578-582. 
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weapons were efficient, lightweight, high yield thermonuclear bombs, equipped with 
safety devices which reduced the risk of inadvertent detonation to near zero. They 
could be stored fully assembled in alert bombers, or atop ballistic missiles, for long 
periods without substantial maintenance, permitting almost instantaneous response. 
By 1959, the majority of weapons assigned to SAC were of sealed pit design.'66 

SAC delivery capability also continued to expand. At its peak in 1959, SAC had 
nearly 500 B-52s, more than 2,500 B-47s, and over 1,000 propeller and jet driven 
tanker aircraft. Development was underway on the supersonic B-58 which would 
enter service in August 1960, and on the proposed follow-on to the B-52, the Mach 
3 B-70 "Valkyrie." As recommended by the TCP report, the Air Force was also 
pressing for development of a nuclear powered bomber, which would have unlimited 
range and would greatly facilitate maintenance of an airborne alert.'67 

Growth of the bomber force was still closely linked to expanding target lists. The 
SAC target list totalled 2,997 in 1956, and 3,261 in early 1957. By the end of the 
decade, SAC had analyzed over 20,000 potential Soviet bloc targets, grouping the 
most important of these into Designated Ground Zeros consistent with the blast radii 
of large yield thermonuclear weapons.'68 Expansion of the list was largely attributable 
to identification of additional "counterforce" targets, in particular airfields and sus- 
pected missile sites, and to the poor quality of target intelligence through the 1950s, 
which encouraged creative guesswork. The most sophisticated intelligence gathering 
system, the U-2 program, initiated in 1956 in response to the TCP recommendations, 
apparently involved only twenty or thirty deep penetration overflights of the Soviet 
Union, mostly between 1956 and 1958. Because the program was designated as a 
national reconnaissance and warning system under CIA control, moreover, the Air 
Force was unable to dictate the timing or routing of these flights to maximize their 
usefulness for target identification or verification, although target planners made the 
most of the information it provided.'69 

THE ARMY AND NAVY FIGHT SAC DOMINANCE OF NUCLEAR POLICY 
Continued expansion of SAC's proposed strategic offensive, and increased concern 
about the vulnerability of land-based bombers, generated a concerted effort within 
the JCS to break the bootstrapping dynamic. In the spring of 1957, possibly following 
up on the President's 1956 directive, Army Chief of Staff Taylor and Chief of Naval 

166. Briefing for the President, SAC Operations with Sealed Pit Weapons, in Defense Depart- 
ment, Vol. II, Folder 9, July 1958, Box 1, Defense Department Subseries; and A.J. Goodpaster, 
MCP, August 27, 1958, dated August 29, 1958, in Atomic Energy Commission, Vol. VII, Folder 
4, August-September 1958, Box 3, Alphabetical Subseries, both in Subject Series, WHO-SS, 
DDEL; Message, DA, WASH DC, to USCINCEUR, Paris, France, 29 May 1958, Subject: Optim- 
ized, Sealed Pit Weapons, CCS 471.6 (8-15-45) Sec. 115, JCS. 
167. Development of Strategic Air Command, p. 75; Bill Gunston, Bombers of the West (New York: 
Charles Scribner's Sons, 1973), pp. 183-213, 236-261. 
168. "Strategic Air Command Progress Analysis, 1948-1956," pp. 65-66; Futrell, Ideas, Concepts, 
Doctrine, pp. 224-225. 
169. Prados, The Soviet Estimate, pp. 30-37, 96-110; Oral History Interview, Richard M. Bissell, 
Jr., November 9, 1976, by Dr. Thomas Soapes, DDEL, pp. 3-10. 
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Operations Arleigh Burke, had their staffs prepare a joint analysis of high yield 
weapons requirements, focusing on the radiation and fallout which would result from 
implementing the SAC war plan. On August 28, 1957, the hastily prepared but 
devastating critique, codenamed Project BUDAPEST, was presented to the JCS. It 
demonstrated that far more weapons were being assigned to targets than were needed 
to achieve the damage required by the JSCP, and that the resulting radiation and 
fallout would be dangerously and unnecessarily high. Blast radii were huge, and 
there were as many as seventeen overlaps on a single location. Additional and 
duplicate weapons were assigned in profusion, even when the supplemental damage 
they would achieve was minimal. Air Force leaders, including Nathan Twining, who 
had recently become JCS Chairman, his successor as Air Force Chief of Staff, Thomas 
White, and the new Air Force Vice Chief, Curtis LeMay, were incensed by this 
indictment. White ridiculed the Army and Navy for proposing that SAC should seek 
to do any less than the maximum possible damage. Every additional gallon of fuel 
oil destroyed, he declared, could otherwise help carry another Russian bomber toward 
the United States.'70 

The participation of the Navy in Project BUDAPEST marked a significant shift in 
alignment that was to have far-reaching implications. Through 1957, Navy leaders 
had generally acquiesced in the Eisenhower Administration's emphasis on the stra- 
tegic air offensive as the keystone of national defense. Although many continued to 
doubt the feasibility, effectiveness, and even morality of attacking urban-industrial 
targets as the opening move in a general war, after the famous "Unification and 
Strategy" congressional hearings in 1949, their efforts to change this strategy were 
relatively muted. Unlike the Army, the Navy could meet most of its priority budgeting 
needs within the context of massive retaliation, since the Eisenhower Administration 
counted carrier task forces, which first achieved a rudimentary nuclear capability in 
1950-1951, as part of the nation's crucial "offensive striking power." Unhappy with 
the SAC war plan, but unable to propose any real alternative, Navy leaders assigned 
the expanding carrier-based nuclear delivery forces against targets directly or indi- 
rectly of naval interest, such as ports, shipbuilding facilities, submarine pens, and 
naval airfields, and despite counterproposals left the bulk of the national retaliatory 
mission to SAC.171 

170. Interview with John P. Coyle, 29 March 1978. Coyle was a major Navy analyst on Project 
Budapest. Budapest is also mentioned in Coyle's brief unclassified 1978 paper "Biography of a 
Strategic Concept," courtesy John Coyle. JCS concerns on large nuclear weapons are noted in 
DM-221-57, 9 July 1957, Memo for General Eddleman et al., Subject: Use of Large Weapons, 
CCS 471.6 (8-15-45) Sec. 9C, JCS; and Memo, Nathan Twining to Chairman, JCS, 8 May 1957, 
Subject: Studies of Large Yield Weapons, Subject File, Top Secret File, 1952-1957, Folder 4, Box 
122, Nathan Twining Papers, LC. The date of Budapest is noted in Chairman, JCS, Daily Log, 
29 August 1957, Diary of CJCS Notebook, 8115157-12131157, Box 6, ibid. 
171. For background on Navy thinking on nuclear strategy, see David Alan Rosenberg, "Amer- 
ican Postwar Air Doctrine and Organization: The Navy Experience," in Hurley and Ehrhart, 
eds., Air Power and Warfare, pp. 245-278; and Berend D. Bruins, Navy Bombardment Missiles to 
1960 (Ph.D. dissertation, Columbia University, 1981). For an example of one counterproposal to 
optimize the Navy's carriers for an all-out nuclear exchange, see Memorandum, Rear Admiral 
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The Polaris sea-based IRBM, however, provided the Navy with a real opportunity 
for strategic innovation. In 1955, a joint Army-Navy effort to develop a liquid-fueled 
missile which could be based on land or on surface ships was initiated following the 
recommendations of the TCP report. By the fall of 1956, Navy leaders, especially 
Arleigh Burke, were convinced that it would be possible to develop a submarine- 
launched IRBM, based on promising experiments with solid fuel propulsion, and the 
prospective development of a new generation of lightweight thermonuclear warheads 
weighing as little as 600 pounds, with yields approaching one megaton. In December 
1956, the Navy withdrew from the joint Army-Navy effort, and initiated the "Polaris" 
program. The following month the objective of deploying a nuclear-powered sub- 
marine armed with 1,500 mile IRBMs by 1965 was approved.'72 

A number of Navy planners believed that the service should "stake out a claim" in 
the area of strategic bombing in response to "unremitting attempts by the Air Force 
to exercise absolute control over all air operations."''73 The submarine-based IRBM, a 
January 1957 study pointed out, was more invulnerable to surprise attack than any 
other system under consideration, yet would lack a "plausible concept of employ- 
ment" unless "basic policy decisions . . . recognize naval interest in [national] 
deterrent targets." Admiral Burke subsequently endorsed this study as the Navy basis 
for Polaris planning and directed that the Fleet Ballistic Missile system mission be 
"expressed as a deterrent capability." By the spring of 1957, although Navy leaders 
still insisted that they were not competing with SAC, they were openly describing 
Polaris as a weapons system "intended for strategic bombardment. "'74 Growing con- 
cern about the vulnerability of SAC, as expressed in the Gaither report, accelerated 
Navy efforts to present Polaris as an alternative to land-based bombers or missiles. 
By November 1957, Navy planners were actively promoting the idea that Polaris 
might provide an "interim emergency capability for all-out deterrence" to "fill the 
gap between the Soviet ICBM and our own counterpart," and become the "ultimate 
national deterrent" if its potential for survivability were maximized. In November 

W.M. Beakley to the Chief of Naval Operations, Serial 0049P60, 2 November 1956, Subject: 
Comments on letter from Capt. J.T. Hayward, 12 September 1956, with First Endorsement, by 
Vice Admiral R.E. Libby, Serial 00132P06, 3 November 1956, A-16-1 Folder, 1956, Strategic Plans 
Division Files, NHC. 
172. On Polaris development, see David Alan Rosenberg, "Arleigh Albert Burke," in Robert 
William Love, Jr., The Chiefs of Naval Operations (Annapolis: Naval Institute Press, 1980), pp. 
263-319; Richard G. Hewlett and Francis Duncan, Nuclear Navy, 1946-1962 (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1974), pp. 220-270; and Harvey M. Sapolsky, The Polaris System Development: 
Bureaucratic and Programmatic Success in Government (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1972). 
173. Vice Admiral R.E. Libby, First Endorsement, Beakley Memo, 3 November 1956. 
174. Naval Warfare Analysis Group Study 1, Introduction of the Fleet Ballistic Missile into 
Service, forwarded by Rear Admiral Roy L. Johnson to the Chief of Naval Operations, Serial 
007P93, 30 January 1957, and written by John P. Coyle. NAVWAG 1 was declassified March 
1980 by the Office of the Chief of Naval Operations; Captain W.T. Kinsella, Memorandum for 
the Record, Subject: Minutes of VCNO Meeting, 1045, 17 June 1957, Folder Conferences and 
Symposiums, 1957, Box 76, Guided Missile Division Papers, Accession No. 38-76-81, Washington 
National Records Center (hereafter GMDP). 
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1957, the development schedule was accelerated to produce a deployed Polaris system 
with 1,200 mile missiles by 1961.175 

In the fall of 1957, building on the findings of Project BUDAPEST, and taking 
advantage of revelations regarding SAC vulnerability, Army and Navy leaders 
mounted a major assault on established patterns of nuclear war planning. If a sub- 
stantial portion of the U.S. bomber force were destroyed in a surprise attack, they 
pointed out, a massive retaliatory strike against all targets in the Soviet Union would 
be infeasible. The existing JSCP guidance regarding nuclear targeting was thus only 
applicable to situations in which general war began gradually or with enough strategic 
warning to permit SAC to launch its strike before the Soviet attack arrived. Alternative 
guidance was needed to provide for the possibility of "general war initiated under 
disadvantageous conditions." The "alternative undertaking" would require that each 
unified and specified commander "select from his target list those high priority targets 
which would be attacked under the assumption that only 25 percent of his atomic 
delivery forces would be available for employment." The minimum number and yield 
of weapons necessary to achieve "moderate" damage to each target would be as- 
signed, in order to ensure the most efficient use of depleted resources. Soviet nuclear 
delivery capability would be targeted only "to the extent profitable," on the assump- 
tion that much of that capability would already have been expended. Equal emphasis 
would be given to "destruction of government controls and population centers within 
the USSR to the extent necessary to neutralize the capabilities of the USSR to carry 
on the war."'76 

The "alternative undertaking" would supplement rather than replace existing guid- 
ance and target lists. It would be implemented only if the JCS determined that U.S. 
forces had been sufficiently depleted to make execution of the "primary undertaking" 
impossible. Nevertheless, it had far-reaching implications. It would introduce into 
JCS guidance for the first time the concept of a strictly retaliatory nuclear strategy, 
and would require preparation of a list of high priority targets which did not include 
all Soviet nuclear delivery capability. Although Air Force leaders could not deny the 
need to prepare for the possibility of a devastating Soviet surprise attack, they were 
justifiably concerned that the Army and Navy hoped to eventually substitute the 
"alternative undertaking" for existing guidance, and break the lucrative link between 
expanding Soviet nuclear delivery capability and SAC force requirements. After a 

175. Rear Admiral Roy L. Johnson, Memorandum for the Chief of Naval Operations, Subject: 
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Ballistic Missiles, October-November Folder, Box 74, GMDP. See also Navy augmentation plans 
for Polaris in JCS 1620/175, 6 February 1958, CCS 471.6 (5-31-44) Sec. 14, JCS; and Rosenberg, 
"Arleigh Albert Burke," pp. 279-286. 
176. SM-12-58, 4 January 1958, Memorandum for General Twining et al., Subject: SM-910-57 of 
19 December 1957, and Army Flimsy, 26 December 1957, Subject: JCS 1844/242, Atomic Annex 
to the Joint Strategic Capabilities Plan, both in CCS 373.11 (12-14-48) Sec. 38, JCS. Information 
on the "Alternative Undertaking" is also based on other documents in ibid.; JCS 1844/242, 2 
December 1957, declassified with many deletions by the Directorate of Freedom of Information 
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John P. Coyle, 29 March 1978. 
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heated paper debate, the JCS approved criteria for the alternative undertaking in 
early 1958. Preparation of the required target lists, however, proceeded slowly, and 
none was ready for more than two years.'77 

Army and Navy desires to place limits on the proposed strategic nuclear offensive 
reflected in large measure a shared concern that U.S. defense required greatly im- 
proved capabilities for limited conflict. In the spring of 1958, during the annual review 
of the NSC statement of Basic National Security Policy, Army Chief of Staff Taylor 
renewed his 1956 argument that the nation should redirect its resources toward the 
problem of limited war. This time Taylor's position was backed by both the Navy 
and the Marine Corps, and went forward to the NSC as the JCS majority view. 
Secretary Dulles by this time also supported revision of national policy to place greater 
emphasis on local conflicts. Massive retaliation, he argued, had all but outlived its 
usefulness as an instrument of national policy, and expanded naval and conventional 
forces were clearly needed to meet situations such as the recent Suez crisis.'78 

President Eisenhower, however, overruled any significant modification of current 
policy. An increase in conventional forces, he told the NSC on May 1, 1958, would 
mean either increased defense spending, or reduced strategic forces. He was unwill- 
ing to consider the first alternative, since larger military budgets would eventually 
lead to "what is euphemistically called a controlled economy, but which in effect 
would be a garrison state. '' 79He might consider cutting strategic forces, but only 
after a careful analysis of what would constitute a minimum adequate deterrent and 
retaliatory capability. The President urged the NSC to give further attention to this 
extremely critical question. 

Eisenhower's interest in identifying minimum force requirements was translated 
into action the following fall. Sometime during the spring of 1958, the President 
apparently approved a proposal to have the Net Evaluation Subcomittee (NESC) 
supplement its current evaluation of net capabilities with a study of what level of 
force applied against urban-industrial targets would destroy Soviet capability to make 
war.'80 In November 1958, Eisenhower's new special assistant for national security 
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of Surface Burst Nuclear Weapons, CCS 471.6 (10-16-46) Sec. 24, JCS. 
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Subcommittee Folder, ibid.; Gordon Gray, Memorandum of Conversation with the President, 
Wednesday, November 19, 1958, dated 22 November 1958, Meetings with the President, 1958, 
Folder 1, Special Assistant Series, Presidential Subseries, Box 3, WHO-SANSA, DDEL. This 
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Memorandum to General Cutler, Subject: Massive Deterrent, March 8, 1958, Nuclear Policy 
Folder, Box 12, WHO-Project Cleanup, DDEL. 
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affairs, Gordon Gray, reported back that the NESC analysis had shown that targeting 
an urban-industrial/military mix, with the emphasis on the urban-industrial compo- 
nent, would result "in effective paralysis with fewer weapons and less kilotonnage" 
than would be required to blunt Soviet nuclear delivery capability. Gray proposed 
that the NESC follow up this analysis with a more detailed study of the relative 
effectiveness and cost of alternative targeting systems. This would support the current 
top secret NSC Planning Board review of U.S. war objectives, and would prove 
invaluable in estimating future force requirements, since "we could not separate the 
question of effective deterrence from the question of war objectives and neither could 
be separated from our targeting plans." The President, Gray reported, "expressed his 
doubt as to our ability to do effective planning against a situation of mutual devas- 
tation," but approved the idea.'8' On November 20, he formally asked the NSC to 
provide "an appraisal of the relative merits, from the point of view of effective 
deterrence, of alternative retaliatory efforts directed toward: (1) primarily a military 
target system, or (2) an optimum mix of a combined military-urban industrial target 
system." The study was to take into account the "requirements of a counterforce 
capacity," and how it would relate to the alternative target lists. 182 

With great reluctance, Eisenhower had at last accepted the conclusion that the U.S. 
could, if it chose, deliver a decisive war-winning blow against Soviet cities, and had 
begun to question the necessity of trying to maintain a complete counterforce capa- 
bility as well. In December 1958, he challenged the need for further U-2 target 
identification flights, saying that the U.S. had already "located adequate targets."183 
In January 1959, when asked to approve construction of a replacement plutonium 
production reactor at Hanford, the President responded that military statements of 
nuclear weapons requirements were grossly inflated: "They are trying to get them- 
selves into an incredible position of having enough to destroy every conceivable 
target all over the world, plus a three-fold reserve." In the early 1950s, he recalled, 
the JCS had believed that destroying only 70 targets would be enough to defeat the 
Soviet Union. Lacking a clear definition of what would constitute an adequate mini- 
mum striking force, however, he could see no basis for denying the request.'84 

In February 1959, Gray reported that the instructions to the NESC were finally 
ready. The delay had been caused by disagreement within the JCS as to how the 
study should be structured. A compromise had been worked out by JCS Chairman 
Twining, in consultation with Gray and Defense Secretary McElroy. Three alternative 
target systems would be considered instead of two: primarily military, primarily 
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urban-industrial (proposed by the Army and Navy), and an "optimum mix" of the 
two. Each system would be analyzed in terms of the effort which would be required 
not simply to deter war, but to achieve "the objective of prevailing in general war." 
This modification had been made, over Air Force objections, based on the conclusion 
that there was no logical link between target selection and deterrence, since deterrence 
depended on Soviet perceptions, and the Soviet Union was not privy to U.S. target 
lists. After defining the minimum target list necessary in each system, one of the 
three lists would be chosen as the pattern for future planning. The analysis was 
considered so sensitive that Eisenhower approved bypassing the regular NESC and 
assigning the study of the NESC staff, under the direction of Army Lieutenant General 
Thomas Hickey.'85 

The JCS debates surrounding the tasking of the Hickey committee demonstrated a 
significant maturation of opposing strategic doctrines. Since 1957, Navy leaders had 
evolved a sophisticated strategy to exploit the flexibility and invulnerability of Polaris. 
In July 1958, Admiral Burke laid out the basic elements of this concept, which came 
to be known as "finite deterrence." All-out war, he wrote, "is obsolete as an instru- 
ment of national policy." As long as the United States had been able to disarm the 
Soviet Union, it had made sense to maintain a striking force sized to achieve this 
objective. But a deployed Soviet ICBM force, "sited in locations we can only guess 
at, would render the U.S. 'blunting' or disarming mission impossible and hence 
meaningless." Simultaneously, it would make U.S. land-based forces vulnerable, thus 
inviting surprise attack, and encouraging open-ended expansion of these forces to 
compensate for their lack of survivability. Land-based forces could be hardened and 
defended, but this would involve considerable expense and would encourage the 
Soviet Union to increase its nuclear firepower in order to engage in "fortress busting." 
A better alternative, Burke argued, would be to secure the striking force against 
surprise attack through mobility and concealment, which would discourage an arms 
race, since "numbers of missiles will avail the enemy nothing, if he does not know 
the location of his target." 

Most important, a secure striking force would provide the U.S. with "time to think 
in periods of tension," by doing away with "the constant pressure to strike first in 
order to avoid being disarmed." The U.S. could choose to respond selectively and 
gradually to an attack, and "apply political coercion if we like to gain national 
objectives more advantageous than simple revenge." This strategy would require a 
small force sized by "an objective of generous adequacy for deterrence alone (i.e., for an 
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ability to destroy major urban areas), not by the false goal of adequacy for 'winning."' 
Once this force was in place, a stable "thermonuclear stalemate" would be achieved, 
in which neither side would be under pressure to expand its nuclear arsenal, and 
competition would be channeled into more limited and manageable arenas.'86 

By the summer of 1959, Navy strategists had further refined finite deterrence. In 
September, Burke submitted a formal statement of Navy thinking to the JCS. The age 
of missiles, he argued, was in some ways comparable to the age of artillery, except 
that with land-based systems, "the artillery battleground will be expanded to include 
the homeland of the belligerents." It was essential that sea basing be exploited to 
maximum advantage in order to avoid inviting attack on the continental United States. 
With regard to targeting, it would be "injudicious" after suffering a surprise attack, 
"to launch the remainder of our greatly depleted forces against a primary target 
system of empty bases and missile sites, even though we should know their location, 
which we probably won't." The most appropriate retaliatory targeting system would 
be political and military command and control centers, and critical industries.187 

The Navy projected that a fleet of 45 submarines, with 29 deployed at all times, 
could destroy 232 Soviet targets, "which was sufficient to destroy all of Russia. The 
total cost of such a program would be 7 to 8 billion dollars, and annual operating 
costs would be $350 million." This proposal, Budget Director Maurice Stans remarked, 
raised the obvious question as to why the U.S. needed "other IRBMs or ICBMs, SAC 
aircraft, and overseas bases." Navy leaders agreed, but were in no position to propose 
the virtual elimination of SAC. That, they told Stans, "was somebody else's prob- 
lem. 188 

The emergence of "finite deterrence," and the implicit corollary that Polaris could 
and should eventually replace SAC, was perceived as a serious threat by the Air 
Force. In October 1958, the RAND Corporation produced its own analysis of the 
usefulness of the Polaris system in response to an Air Staff request for a "factual and 
unbiased assessment." The report pointed out that certain technical problems would 
have to be corrected, particularly in the areas of communications and missile accuracy, 
but that Polaris promised to have both the longest "useful wartime life" because of 
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its low vulnerability, and "the shortest response time from command to weapon 
impact" of any system currently under development.189 

Unable to fault Polaris technically, Air Force leaders turned to challenging the Navy 
on strategic grounds, and preparing a systematic defense of counterforce targeting. 
An adequate deterrent, White proposed in early 1959, during JCS discussions of the 
planned NESC study, would require U.S. capability "to neutralize that military 
strength which is a threat to the U.S." whenever strategic warning of an impending 
attack permitted such a response. If there were no warning, the U.S. must be prepared 
to destroy "any remaining Soviet offensive strength still a threat to the U.S., as well 
as the Soviet control structure and basic national strength." Without adequate capa- 
bility to destroy "a critical portion of the Soviet atomic delivery capability," the U.S. 
would be unable to preserve its own security, or maintain a credible deterrent to 
attacks on its allies. Finite deterrence would not discourage limited Soviet aggression, 
nor adequately protect the U.S. in the event of a surprise attack, nor keep the option 
of preemption open in cases of gradual escalation. "U.S. policy must encompass the 
requirement," White concluded, "for forces adequate to permit the U.S. to have 
initiative under all circumstances of war."190 

In May 1959, the Air Staff prepared, and General White approved, an estimate of 
future force objectives necessary to implement this strategy. It estimated that by 1963 
there would be 8,400 Soviet targets requiring destruction, and by 1970 there would 
be 10,400. Since multiple weapons would have to be assigned to each DGZ in order 
to achieve the 90 percent assurance of destruction factor specified in Air Force war 
plans, this would require a force of 3,000 Minutemen, 150 Atlas, and 110 Titan ICBMs, 
as well as a combined total of nearly 900 B-52, B-58, B-70, and nuclear-powered 
bombers by 1968.'9' 

In April 1959, RAND analysts Herbert Goldhamer and Andrew Marshall produced 
a sophisticated model for evaluating the comparative utility of alternative retaliatory 
strategies through 1961, focusing on how the United States could limit damage to 
itself. The conception of nuclear war as "mutual and sudden suicide," they argued, 
worked against a careful analysis of the "intrawar process," which would probably 
involve a complex series of strikes and counterstrikes. 

It is certainly not true, as certain publicistic and man-in-the-street reactions seem to 
imply, that once war comes "it makes no difference" what one does (which in effect 
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is perilously close to saying it makes no difference whether ten, twenty, forty, eighty 
or more million Americans die or whether the U.S. retains or does not retain its 
political independence). There are few things so bad that not thinking about them 
won't make them worse.192 

From the point of view of damage limiting, and excluding the possibility of a U.S. 
first strike, Goldhamer and Marshall concluded that targeting Soviet population cen- 
ters would be the least effective strategy, while the most effective would be to focus 
on counterforce targets, using high yield weapons with ground bursts, producing 
high civilian casualties. Since population attacks would have their greatest value only 
if SAC had been so seriously damaged as to make counterforce attacks impossible, 
they argued, "the exclusive threat by the United States of pure population attacks may 
be interpreted, not unjustly, as a confession of weakness." They also proposed serious 
consideration of a strategy of "partial withholding"-launching only a portion of 
surviving SAC forces against selected targets immediately, with the threat that re- 
maining forces would strike Soviet cities unless the Soviet Union agreed to U.S. 
terms. This would have the advantage, they pointed out, of continuing "the prewar 
deterrent threat into the intra-war period," and might cut short the nuclear exchange. 

RAND analysts had periodically produced arguments for a "no cities" strategy 
since the work of Bernard Brodie in the early 1950s with few positive responses from 
Air Force leaders. The damage-limiting counterforce concept, however, generated 
considerable interest. Brigadier General Noel F. Parrish and Lieutenant Colonel Don- 
ald F. Martin of the Air Staff office of Assistant for Coordination, Deputy Chief of 
Staff, Plans and Programs were convinced on the basis of their own analysis that the 
Air Force should be studying "no cities"/counterforce options. In early 1960, per- 
suaded by their arguments, Chief of Staff White authorized Parrish to direct a com- 
puterized war gaming of alternative targeting strategies, based on anticipated U.S. 
and Soviet bomber, ballistic missile, and defensive capabilities into the early to mid- 
1960s. Over the following year, aided by RAND strategist William W. Kaufmann and 
others, Parrish was able to demonstrate that a strategy in which all available resources 
were concentrated on the counterforce mission was likely to minimize damage to 
both the United States and the Soviet Union, and might leave the U.S. in a position 
to negotiate a successful conclusion to the war, if it could preserve enough forces to 
hold Soviet cities hostage. The Soviet Union was unlikely to strike U.S. cities during 
a surprise attack, Parrish argued, since its immediate objective would be to destroy 
retaliatory capability. Soviet strikes against U.S. cities would inevitably be provoked, 
however, if the U.S. destroyed Soviet population centers during either a first or 
second strike. If this occurred, U.S. losses would be so heavy that the nation would 
be totally destroyed, even though it might technically have "won" the war. Impressed 
by these arguments, White encouraged discussion of the "no cities" concept within 
the Air Staff, and in August 1960 Vice Chief LeMay convened a special New Approach 
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Group to explore this and other alternatives to established strategic approaches. SAC 
commander Thomas Power, however, who had succeeded LeMay in 1957, was un- 
affected by the paper analyses being produced in Santa Monica and Washington, and 
continued to prepare for the combined attack on Soviet military and urban-industrial 
targets for which his command had been planning and training since 1950.193 

In March 1960, the Air Force Intelligence Directorate completed a detailed analysis 
of targeting requirements to support the 1960-1970 force objectives approved by White 
the previous May. The target planners estimated that there would be a total of 3,560 
targets in 1960, 6,300 in 1965, and 6,955 in 1970. These could be grouped into 1,450, 
3,100, and 3,800 DGZs respectively. The three largest groups of targets in each case 
were related to suppressing Soviet air defenses, and stopping atomic attacks on the 
United States and U.S. allies. A fourth group, apparently earmarked for the tactical 
air forces which had taken over the retardation mission from SAC in 1956, was 
concerned with halting Soviet land and sea operations, while the fifth and smallest 
group related to the disruption of war support and recuperation capability of Soviet 
industry. The sharp increase in targets during the first half of the decade was attri- 
buted to a projected increase in Soviet offensive and defensive missile sites, each of 
which would require its own DGZ. The emphasis on counterforce targets was ex- 
plicitly justified. The Air Force rejects the argument put forward by the Army and 
Navy; the report explained, that "deterrence is the sole objective," and that counter- 
force had become too costly in the missile age. The Air Force position is "based on 
the fact that it [counterforce] is national policy and on the contention that there is no 
satisfactory alternative. "194 

To contain the strategic challenge posed by the Navy, Air Force leaders knew, 
would require integrating Polaris with the rest of the nation's strategic forces. In 
November 1958, SAC Chief Power publicly proposed that SAC should be given 
control of the Polaris force, in the interests of coordination. The Air Force formally 
submitted a proposal to this effect to the JCS in April 1959. "It is essential," White 
wrote, "that all weapon systems directed toward accomplishment of the strategic 
mission be planned for and controlled in a manner which will permit our over-all 
strategic effort to achieve the necessary effect in the minimum time." To accomplish 
this, a U.S. Strategic Command should be established. The organizational details 
would be worked out by the commander of SAC, as the specified commander "who 
had responsibility for the mission area." Once the Strategic Command was in place, 
SAC would be abolished and its functions and staff transferred to the new com- 
mand.195 
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When asked about this proposal, a "high ranking" naval officer remarked: "Polaris 
is perhaps the most attractive missile system under development.... Of course they 
want control of Polaris. But they will have to walk over a prostrate Arleigh Burke to 
get it." 196 The disestablishment of SAC was an appealing idea, Burke wrote in his 
formal response to the JCS, but the concept of placing Polaris under a centralized 
command was "militarily unsound, and unsupportable by analysis and logic." Polaris 
operations would have to be integrated with those of other naval forces, and could 
not be entrusted to commanders unfamiliar with operations at sea. There was, fur- 
thermore, no need for a new structure to coordinate Polaris and SAC operations, 
since the Navy would use its missiles selectively against "a relatively stable target 
system which readily lends itself to preplanning."1197 

COORDINATING NUCLEAR TARGETING STRATEGY 
By 1959, the sheer number of forces involved in atomic operations was creating serious 
command, control, and communication problems, even without the added compli- 
cations of a Polaris fleet. JCS Chairman Twining was convinced that the "atomic 
coordination machinery" needed a major overhaul, but that the JCS were too divided 
to come up with any workable proposals. What was required was a "command 
decision." In August 1959, Twining sent Secretary of Defense McElroy his assessment 
of "Target Coordination and Associated Problems," and his proposed solutions. While 
not producing immediate action, this memo laid the groundwork for the establish- 
ment of the Joint Strategic Target Planning Staff the following year. 

As early as 1952, Joint Coordination Centers had been established in Great Britain 
and Hawaii to help coordinate the operations of all U.S. atomic capable forces in war. 
To supplement this wartime coordination structure, in 1955, the unified and specified 
commanders began to meet annually at the Pentagon for "Worldwide Coordination 
Conferences," to review each others' target lists and war plans for inconsistencies 
and duplication before submitting them to the JCS for approval. Recent war games 
had indicated, however, that out of about 2,400 current targets, there were still some 
300 duplications. These could result in "fratricidal" kills of friendly aircraft under 
chaotic wartime conditions. It was apparent, Twining wrote, that "atomic operations 
must be pre-planned for automatic execution to the maximum extent possible and 
with the minimum reliance on post-H-hour communications. "198 

The solution, Twining believed, would be to establish a clear national targeting 
policy, presumably based on the forthcoming recommendations of the Hickey com- 
mittee study, and then to prepare a "national strategic target system" and a "single 
integrated operational plan," which could be objectively war-gamed to identify areas 
of weakness or excess. Since SAC had the most experience in nuclear war planning, 
the best computer resources, and the bulk of the nuclear delivery forces, SAC should 
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be responsible for preparing the target list and operational plan, under JCS control. 
To integrate Polaris into this arrangement, an "appropriate nucleus of Naval officers" 
could be assigned to the SAC staff, until such time as it was deemed desirable to 
create a Unified Strategic Command. This approach, Twining believed, would estab- 
lish a clear framework, subject to objective analysis, within which target and coor- 
dination conflicts could be readily resolved.'99 

Twining's own preference was for the "optimum mix" targeting strategy, which 
combined counterforce targets with control centers, war-sustaining resources, and 
population centers. The Hickey committee endorsed this concept. Their February 
1960 report recommended a target list for Fiscal Year 1962 consisting of 2,021 targets, 
including 121 ICBM sites, 140 air defense bases, 200 bomber bases, 218 military and 
governmental control centers, and 124 other military targets, such as naval bases and 
nuclear weapons facilities, with the remaining targets apparently located primarily 
within 131 urban centers.200 The list had been developed based on SAC methods of 
analysis, and clearly endorsed SAC's basic strategy.20' The committee had implicitly 
rejected both no-cities counterforce and finite deterrence, and had opted for combin- 
ing a decisive blow against Soviet will and capability to make war with a blunting 
attack on Soviet nuclear delivery capability. The Hickey target list was similar in 
composition to the list for 1960 prepared by the Air Intelligence Directorate in support 
of force level objectives, but, consistent with the President's desire to place limits on 
the offensive, it was fully 43 percent shorter. With Twining's enthusiastic support, 
Eisenhower approved the Hickey committee recommendation as the "point of de- 
parture" for all future JCS planning.202 

By late 1959, Eisenhower's concept of massive retaliation appears to have been 
reduced to a strategy of desperate resolve. Appalled by the unimaginable destruction 
the United States might inflict or suffer in general war, he could no longer see beyond 
the first disastrous nuclear exchange. "All we really have that is meaningful is a 
deterrent," he repeatedly told his advisers.203 "The central question is whether or not 
we have the ability to destroy anyone who attacks us, because the biggest thing today 
is to provide a deterrent to war."204 

Eisenhower could not conceive of second strike counterforce as a feasible option, 
and turned aside the Air Force plea for the B-70 on these grounds. It was "crazy" to 
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201. Transcript, Admiral Burke's Conversation with Admiral Russell, November 11, 1960. 
202. A.J. Goodpaster, MCP, February 12, 1960, dated February 18, 1960, Staff Notes, February 
1960, Folder 1, DDE Diary, Box 47, ACWF-EPP, DDEL; Tab B to Thomas Gates, draft memo to 
the JCS, appended to letter, Gates to Goodpaster, 10 August 1960. 
203. A.J. Goodpaster, MCP, November 21, 1959, dated January 2, 1960, Defense Department, 
Vol. IV, Folder 1, January 1960, Subject Series, Defense Department Subseries, Box 2, WHO- 
SS, DDEL. See also A.J. Goodpaster, MCP, November 5, 1959, dated November 6, 1959, Staff 
Notes, November 1959, Folder 3, DDE Diary, Box 45, ACWF-EPP, DDEL. 
204. A.J. Goodpaster, MCP, January 25, 1960, dated January 26, 1960, Staff Notes, January 1960, 
Folder 1, DDE Diary, Box 47, ACWF-EPP, DDEL. 
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think that a manned bomber could "search out and knock out mobile ICBMs on 
railroads" after a Soviet strike. "We are not going to be searching out mobile bases 
for ICBMs, we are going to be hitting the big industrial and control complexes."205 
He similarly dismissed Navy arguments for using Polaris to provide a controlled, 
deliberate, and selective response to surprise attack. Polaris would be useful primarily 
"to disrupt and knock out organized defenses" in order to clear the way for SAC 
bombers, he stated in the spring of 1960.206 He ruled against making "a full commit- 
ment" to the Polaris program until it was further tested and modified.207 

Although Eisenhower had largely abandoned hope of disarming the Soviet Union, 
and increasingly favored targeting Soviet cities, he continued to emphasize the im- 
portance of rapid response. In May 1960, the President was briefed on the program- 
ming requirements for the solid-fueled, silo-based Minuteman ICBM, scheduled to 
be deployed in three squadrons of fifty missiles each in 1963. Current guidance, he 
was told, would permit only "volley" or "ripple" firing of an entire squadron, and 
did not provide for alternative target tapes to permit retargeting. In addition, the 
necessity of keeping the gyros in the inertial guidance system in constant operation 
in order to meet the requirement of firing within thirty seconds posed certain technical 
difficulties. These could be resolved by relaxing the requirement to about ten minutes. 
Eisenhower expressed support for exploring ways to make the Minuteman system 
more flexible, especially since the thirty-second rule "would allow no margin for 
error, and raise the chances of starting a war no one wanted." It might be better "to 
take a few extra minutes, to give someone high up in authority the decision." Any 
longer delay, even with hardened silos, might spell disaster.208 

The Eisenhower Administration's top secret review of "U.S. Policy in the Event of 
War," approved by the NSC in March 1959, appears to have kept open the option of 
preemptive response to an impending Soviet strike, without specifically endorsing it. 
NSC-5904/1 was considered so sensitive that even its title was classified. In December 
1959, reflecting ambiguity in high policy, as well as increasing doubts as to the 
feasibility of preemption, the JCS split over whether JSCP guidance should provide 
for "the possibility of obtaining strategic warning of sufficient precision to impel the 
President to direct the initiation of operations by United States forces."209 The follow- 
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ing month, in connection with targeting strategy, Twining raised with the President 
"certain questions relating to pre-emptive attack under conditions of conclusive ad- 
vanced warning. "210 Although Eisenhower may have been less secure in his deter- 
mination to launch SAC immediately in response to Soviet aggression, there is no 
indication that his basic position had shifted. 

On July 6, 1960, Secretary of Defense Gates reported to the President that in fifteen 
meetings with the JCS since taking office in January he had been unable to resolve 
the basic splits over targeting and coordination. Gates did not believe that SAC and 
Polaris should be placed under a single operational command, but, like JCS Chairman 
Twining, felt strongly that an integrated target list and operational plan must be 
prepared for the nuclear striking force. Since the Joint Staff did not have the necessary 
computer capability, these plans should be prepared by SAC as an agent of the JCS. 
The Army and Navy viewed this proposal as a power play by the Air Force, Gates 
reported, and were firmly resisting it. 

Eisenhower expressed disgust at the inability of the services, especially the Navy, 
to cooperate with each other. The "original mistake in this whole business," he 
remarked, "was our failure to create one single Service in 1947." Perhaps the JCS 
should be ordered to work together, and told "that if they fail to come up with an 
integrated plan within six months they will all be replaced." He agreed that a single 
plan was needed, and had no objection to assigning the task to SAC as agents of the 
JCS, as long as SAC planners were "augmented with personnel from the other 
Services." Gates agreed to work out a solution along these lines. "If SAC takes over 
the functions of the Joint Chiefs," he told the President, "it is the fault of the Chiefs 
themselves. "211 

The First SIOP: Institutionalization of Overkill 

On August 11, President Eisenhower formally approved Gates's proposal for the 
creation of the JSTPS, under SAC domination, to prepare the National Strategic Target 
List and Single Integrated Operational Plan. Accepting the finality of the President's 
ruling, Arleigh Burke left the meeting prepared to put his weight behind an effort to 
produce "the best possible NSTL and SIOP. "212 He sent a strong group of officers to 
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Omaha, and urged Army Chief of Staff George Decker to do the same. Decker, 
however, considered the SIOP less relevant to Army concerns than the problem of 
limited war, and did not believe that his planners could influence its development in 
the limited time allowed.213 Lacking effective Army support, and greatly outnumbered 
within the JSTPS, the Navy planners could do little to curb what they perceived to 
be excesses in the plan. In late November, Burke prepared an analysis of potential 
problems in the SIOP for General Lemnitzer, who had replaced Twining as Chairman 
of the JCS in September. Although the plan was basically acceptable, Burke wrote, 
there were problem areas which needed attention, including the high assurance of 
delivery and damage criteria, and anticipated excessive fallout.214 

Burke's memorandum was passed on to Eisenhower on November 27, two days 
after Kistiakowsky's briefing. Shocked and angered by the level of overkill envisioned 
in the SIOP, the President realized that his attempt to set limits had failed. The NSTL 
was 29 percent longer than the approved Hickey committee list, and whatever re- 
straints had been imposed on target selection had been negated by increased over- 
lapping of weapons to achieve the high assurance criteria. By this time, however, it 
was too late for reconsideration. Even Burke, despite his reservations about the SIOP, 
did not consider withholding approval, although he hoped the JCS might express 
qualified endorsement and subject the completed plan to rigorous war gaming.215 On 
December 2, the JCS approved SIOP-62, apparently without reservations, and Eisen- 
hower passed on to his successor both the completed plan, as the nation's operational 
nuclear war plan for Fiscal Year 1962, and the criticisms which had been made of 
it.216 

Although SAC's commitment to maximizing the impact of available forces ac- 
counted for the level of overkill institutionalized in the SIOP, it was the "background 
of plenty" in nuclear weapons and delivery vehicles which made it possible. Both 
the Truman and Eisenhower administrations had consciously promoted expansion of 
the strategic striking force. The overlapping and duplication which accompanied the 
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shift from bombers to missiles toward the end of the Eisenhower years exacerbated 
the tendency toward excess. When Eisenhower left office, SAC had 538 B-52, 1,292 
B-47, and 19 B-58 bombers, plus 1,094 tankers. Twelve Atlas ICBMs had been de- 
ployed in the United States; there were 60 Thor IRBMs in Britain; 30 Jupiter IRBMs 
were being deployed to Italy, and agreements had been signed to deploy them to 
Turkey as well. Construction of over 650 additional Atlas, Titan, and Minuteman 
missiles had been authorized, in addition to fourteen Polaris submarines, each of 
which was armed with sixteen missiles. The first Polaris submarine, U.S.S. George 
Washington, departed on deterrent patrol in November 1960.217 

Expansion of the nuclear weapons stockpile was even more rapid. Eisenhower 
never took action to cut back the production of weapons designated for the strategic 
air offensive, despite his growing conviction that the nation already had more than 
adequate striking power. He also remained committed to using tactical nuclear weap- 
ons in limited conflict situations whenever militarily appropriate, and did not want 
to see their "possibilities" neglected, despite increasing doubts about whether it would 
be possible to "contain any limited war or keep it from spreading into general war" 
if such weapons were employed.218 As a result, tactical nuclear weapons, like bullets, 
were stockpiled against a time of need, as were large numbers of air defense war- 
heads. All were widely dispersed to prevent their destruction. From 1958 to 1960, 
the U.S. stockpile tripled in size, apparently growing from 6,000 to 18,000 weapons 
in only two years.219 

The growth of U.S. nuclear capability was largely justified in terms of the need to 
counter a growing Soviet nuclear threat. The commitment to counterforce established 
under Truman and reinforced by Eisenhower was clearly a response to the unprec- 
edented perils of the 1950s, as the nation suddenly found itself facing for the first 
time the possibility of physical annihilation. The President and his military advisers, 
particularly the Air Force high command, understandably perceived that their most 
urgent duty was to defend against that threat. By the time Eisenhower left office, the 
Strategic Air Command had been preparing and training for nearly a decade not only 
for massive retaliation, but for massive preemption. U.S. forces were routinely sized 
toward the objective of neutralizing Soviet nuclear forces, which were often grossly 
overestimated as a result of inadequate intelligence. 

Despite growth of the planned U.S. nuclear offensive from a few dozen targets in 
1948 to more than 2,500 in 1960, however, the secure achievement of the ability to 
disarm the Soviet Union appeared to remain just beyond reach. In the late 1950s, 
WSEG and the Air Force both produced pessimistic assessments of present and future 
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U.S. capability to successfully locate, target, and destroy Soviet nuclear delivery 
forces, including mobile and concealed missiles.220 Because counterforce was consid- 
ered critical, but possibly infeasible, the Air Force held to the concept of striking 
Soviet war-making capacity as a crucial backup strategy. The atomic offensive against 
the urban-industrial base had initially been conceived as a means of maximizing the 
impact of scarce nuclear resources, but, with the advent of thermonuclear weapons, 
had appeared to promise in addition the possibility of successfully carrying out a 
single war-winning strike, thus avoiding a costly protracted struggle. General Thomas 
Power, conscious of SAC's limitations in both target intelligence and capability for 
repeated, sustained high and low level bomber operations in hostile Soviet air space, 
was particularly adamant in his commitment to the "optimum mix" strategy. When 
RAND strategist William Kaufmann visited SAC headquarters in the winter of 1961 
to present a briefing on his ongoing study of counterforce, Power reacted with an 
angry cable to Chief of Staff White. The SAC commander wanted it made perfectly 
clear that Kaufmann's arguments did not reflect the current or future thrust of Air 
Force thinking." 

The RAND strategists, however, found a receptive audience in the incoming Ken- 
nedy Administration, and especially in Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara. When 
McNamara was briefed on SIOP-62 on February 4, 1961, he was disturbed by the 
rigidity of the plan, the "fantastic" fallout and destruction it would produce, and the 
absence of a clear strategic rationale for the counterforce/urban-industrial target mix.222 
The following month, he initiated an intensive reevaluation of U.S. strategic posture, 
including a review of basic national security policy with regard to nuclear weapons 
and "assumptions relating to 'counterforce' strikes," and an assessment by the JCS 
of the feasibility of planning for "controlled response and negotiating pauses" in the 
midst of a thermonuclear war. He also reconvened the Hickey committee to study 
quantitative requirements for deterrence through 1967, utilizing new intelligence data. 
This report, which contained updates of the target list developed in 1959-1960, was 
completed in June 1961. 223 
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By September, McNamara's definition of U.S. strategic posture was in place, in- 
corporating second strike counterforce and the kind of "partial withholding" strategy 
which RAND analysts had long been advocating. The nation must be able to respond 
to a surprise attack, McNamara stated, first by striking 
Soviet bomber bases, missile sites, and other installations associated with long-range 
nuclear forces, in order to reduce Soviet power and limit the damage that can be 
done to us by vulnerable Soviet follow-on forces, while, second, holding in protected 
reserve forces capable of destroying urban society, if necessary, in a controlled and 
deliberate way. 14 

McNamara rejected finite deterrence, on the grounds that it did not provide for 
essential damage limiting, and would not adequately deter Soviet attacks on U.S. 
allies. He likewise rejected the goal of a "full first strike capability." Working toward 
this goal, McNamara believed, would not only cost more than the nation could afford 
given the urgency of other defense requirements, but "would put the Soviets in a 
position which they would be likely to consider intolerable," thus risking an arms 
race. Most important, acquiring such a capability would be "almost certainly infeas- 
ible," since the Soviet Union could at low cost defeat such a strategy by hardening 
and dispersing their ICBMs, and deploying increasing numbers of missile subma- 
rines.225 

To adapt the SIOP to the new strategic posture, directives were developed during 
1961 for SIOP-63 that mandated separation of the optimum mix target system into its 
major components. The three targeting categories selected were updated versions of 
the BRAVO, ROMEO, and DELTA priorities established in 1950: Soviet strategic 
nuclear capability; other military capability (including air defense and non-nuclear 
command installations); and the urban-industrial base. Arrangements were made to 
withhold attacks against one or more of these categories, depending on the circum- 
stances, as well as against the Peoples' Republic of China and the satellite nations. 
These targeting options were complemented with a series of preemptive and retal- 
iatory options, designed to permit flexibility in response to a variety of political and 
military conditions and opportunities.226 

Despite the Kennedy Administration's efforts to take control of the SIOP, the basic 
patterns of nuclear strategy it embodied proved resistant to change. From the time it 
was instituted, the SIOP became the highest priority mission of all its assigned forces, 
seriously limiting their availability for other military uses.227 The continued commit- 
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ment to damage limiting laid the groundwork for continued upward pressure on 
force requirements, despite McNamara's efforts to impose restraints, especially since 
the Air Force remained convinced that the nation should strive for a first strike 
capability, in order "to limit damage to the United States and our Allies to levels 
acceptable in light of the circumstances and the alternatives available."18 Finally, 
although targeting and attack options were introduced, the SIOP remained a capa- 
bilities plan rather than an objectives plan, invariably mandating that larger forces 
than necessary be applied to those targeting categories identified for attack, and never 
including fewer than "thousands" of weapons.229 For more than two decades, the 
SIOP has thus provided a floor beneath strategic force requirements, and has domi- 
nated U.S. thinking about and planning for nuclear war. 

Conclusions 

Eisenhower's decision to produce an NSTL and SIOP was primarily a response to 
organizational rather than strategic concerns. Irritated and frustrated by the private 
and public disagreements between his service chiefs, he was determined to impose 
unity, and never fully understood the gravity of the disputes over nuclear strategy 
and targeting which raged in the JCS during his final three years in office. He 
recognized a real need to improve coordination and control in order to integrate 
bombers and missiles into a single striking force without endangering the bombers 
and their crews, and did not anticipate the long term consequences of placing the 
coordination machinery under SAC domination. This decision also reflected the con- 
tinuing belief, first enunciated in the Truman years, that as long as the President of 
the United States retained final authority over nuclear weapons, operational planning, 
no matter how firmly institutionalized, was merely a subordinate function. 

Even if Eisenhower had fully understood the alternative strategies being proposed 
by his military advisers and others, this would not, as McNamara was to discover, 
necessarily make them available. Not only is presidential power limited by political 
considerations, but the President must deal with current capabilities in maintaining 
the national defense. On this crucial point, the level of high policy and that of 
operational planning have much in common. Eisenhower did not have a real oppor- 
tunity to rule on the concept of finite deterrence, for example, because the technology 
was not ready in time. The first Polaris missile was not test fired from a submerged 
submarine until July 1960. In November, when Eisenhower began to wonder whether 
the Polaris system might, as the Navy had argued, provide an alternative to SAC 
and a means of limiting force requirements, a Polaris fleet which could substantially 
supplement or substitute for other forces was still years in the future. 
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The second strike strategies advocated by RAND analysts and a portion of the Air 
Staff posed similar problems in terms of technology and current capabilities. Not only 
would it be difficult to locate and destroy Soviet missiles after a surprise attack, but 
it might well be impossible to carry out any military operations. When McNamara 
asked the JCS for an evaluation of the doctrine of controlled response and negotiating 
pauses in the intrawar period, the Chiefs responded in April 1961 that the U.S. did 
not currently have the capability to implement such a strategy because of a lack of 
adequate survivable warning, defense, and command and control systems, and the 
inability of U.S. retaliatory forces to endure an "indefinite period of attack." The 
Chiefs split over whether specification of such a doctrine would be a "desirable and 
feasible course of action in the future," and additional studies were ordered to 
investigate the problem further.230 

The Joint Chiefs of Staff, operating at the middle level of nuclear strategy-making, 
was the organization with major responsibility for taking a long view of U.S. capa- 
bilities and strategy, and they were often unable to agree. For example, only one 
Joint Long Range Strategic Estimate was approved from 1952, when it was mandated 
as an annual follow-on study beyond the JSOP, through 1957.231 Long range planning 
for nuclear forces was subject to even fiercer interservice disagreements than those 
which disrupted preparation of the JSCP and JSOP, and was plagued with much 
greater uncertainties, given the difficulty of accurately projecting the outcome of 
technological promise and political change within the shifting context of management 
decisions and budget choices. In fact, long range concepts were rarely broached in 
the JCS arena, and were instead developed and discussed only within the services 
that originated them, as well as outside the Pentagon and before Congress. 

The creation of the SIOP, which elevated operational planning to the level of 
national policy, represented the victory of short term concerns over long term plan- 
ning. In particular, it effectively killed a major effort within the JCS to redirect U.S. 
nuclear strategy away from capabilities planning: the Alternative Undertaking. The 
alternative retaliatory target lists being prepared for the JCS were supposed to require 
only a fraction of the striking force, and to focus on achieving only the minimum 
damage necessary to accomplish specific military objectives. Army and Navy sponsors 
of the project had made no secret of the fact that they hoped these alternative lists 
might eventually supplant the proposed massive SAC offensive. The lists were not 
yet completed, however, when the SIOP made them moot. 

The question which generated the Alternative Undertaking in 1957 was whether 
the nation had not already passed the point where "the curve flattens out," and 
additional destructive power has little utility. The Army and Navy leaders responsible 
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for the effort believed that reductions could be made without weakening the nation's 
strategic posture, by developing a minimum deterrent/retaliatory strategy, and chan- 
neling remaining resources into preparations for conflicts other than general war with 
the Soviet Union. Although Secretary McNamara's eventual endorsement of Assured 
Destruction as the nation's basic declaratory military posture in 1964-1965 included 
elements of this argument, it came after the SIOP and missile programs based on the 
twin pillars of damage limiting and assured destruction had operationally established 
levels of force far above what critics of the SAC offensive, including Eisenhower 
toward the close of his administration, considered necessary. Although the proposed 
solutions of twenty years ago may be out of date as a result of the unprecedented 
Soviet strategic force buildup, the basic question of whether it is possible to reduce 
overkill without sacrificing security remains timely. As Arleigh Burke told Henry 
Kissinger's seminar at Harvard in the spring of 1960: "You very seldom see a cowboy, 
even in the movies, wearing three guns. Two is enough."232 

232. Arleigh Burke, CNO Speech-Discussion, Defense Policy Seminar, Harvard University, 24 
March 1960, AAB, NHC, pp. 9-10. 
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