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ABSTRACT 

During the period from 1937-1971, the United States Marine Corps transformed 

itself from the amphibious fighting force of the beaches of World War II into the nation"s 

primary force-in-readiness. Much of this transformation was dependent upon its ability to 

adapt and integrate aviation technology into its organization and warfighting doctrine. 

The Marine Corps' ability to accomplish this was due in no small measure to the efforts 

of one of its most prominent aviation officers, General Keith Barr McCutcheon. This 

dissertation examines not only the contributions of one man to this transformation 

process but the effect of the process on the organization. It also discusses the forces both 

intemal and extemal that shaped Marine Corps decisions about the use of technology and 

the impact of those decisions on the Corps' organization and culture. As a result it is a 

hybrid history neither fully biography, military or technological history, but a 

combination of all three which permits a more well rounded examination of how military 

organizations develop, utilize, and adapt to new technologies. 
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CHAPTERI 

INTRODUCTION 

McCutcheon has been called "The Father ofHelicopters, " a title which 
ignores both his other aviation achievements . . . . 

William R. Fails, USMC, Marine Corps historian, 1978 

As Marine Corps historian WiUiam R. Fails has noted, General Keith Barr 

McCutcheon is best known for his accomplishments in the development of the Marine 

Corps helicopter program. As he has also stated, this is a misrepresentation of his other 

significant contributions Marine Corps aviation and the Corps as a whole. Among these 

he lists: contributions to close air support command and control techniques, work on 

guided missile weapons systems, development of Marine Corps combat air operations 

doctrine, and the introduction into the Marine Corps inventory of a true VTOL attack 

aircraft~the AV-8 "Harrier." McCutcheon's friend, General Earl E. Anderson. the first 

Marine aviator to wear the rank of ftill general while on active duty, and an assistant 

commandant of the Marine Corps, summed by McCutcheon's career by saying, "He was 

one of the fmest and most dedicated Marine officers [whose career] reads like a history of 

Marine aviation." 

' Anderson quoted in William R. Fails Marines and Helicopters 1962-1973 
(Washington, D.C.: History and Museums Division, Headquarters. U.S. Marine Corps, 
1978). 164. 



There is tmth in General Anderson's summation. Between 1937 and 1971, 

General Keith Barr McCutcheon played a role in nearly every significant advancement 

made by the Marine Corps aviation program. Most of these related to the development of 

the Marine Air Ground Task Force (MAGTF) concept, which remains at the center of the 

Corps' warfighting doctrine to the present day. The officers of the Marine Corps who 

strived to perfect this concept transformed the Corps. Capitalizing on the experience of 

amphibious warfighting in World War II, they modified these concepts to tum the Corps 

into the nations pre-eminent force-in-readiness. 

As Fails points out, McCutcheon did not do this alone. However, the significance 

of his contribution to this development is critical. For that reason, his career makes an 

ideal vehicle for studying this transformation that took place in the Marine Corps in the 

post-World War II era. The purpose of this work is to examine McCutcheon's role in the 

development of the Marine Corps MAGTF concept. It will also consider the factors 

affecting the development of the MAGTF concept and the impact the implementation of 

this idea on the Marine Corps. 

In that sense, therefore, it is not a pure biography. It deals with complex forces 

both within and outside the Corps which shaped its future and to a certain extent 

determined the course of its development. This study examines key factors which 

affected this transformation including: the history of the Marine Corps; its organizational 

culture; the impact of the ideas and actions of the other branches of the American 

military; national defense policy; the state of current technology; available resources: and 



the impact of individual initiative. The great ability that Keith McCutcheon brought to 

Marine Corps was the capacity to understand these factors and their impact on the Corps. 

By comprehending this system of influences, in all its complexity, he was able to devise 

solutions to problems which helped to ensure the survival of the Marine Corps in the 

nuclear era 

This analysis of the development of the Marine Corps MAGTF concept is not 

purely military history, however. The MAGTF is a technological system, an integrated 

combined arms weapons system, which made amphibious warfare in the nuclear era 

viable. Choices regarding solutions to technological problems were drawn from the 

environment in which the MAGTF concept developed. Here, again, Keith McCutcheon's 

background as an engineer and systems designer, played an important role. Thus, this 

work draws on not only the influences of "new" military historians like Russell Weigley 

and Allan R. Millett, but on the efforts of the "new" technological historians like Thomas 

Parke Hughes and David Hounshell. The result is a hybrid study which bridges the gap 

between both disciplines. 

However, neither of these disciplines have probed in the direction of this study. 

As examples, Allan R. MiUett's Semper Fidelis: The History of the United States Marine 

Corps, and Russell F. Weigley's History of the United States Army are both seminal 

studies on the history of the Marine Corps and Army as organizations. Both note the 

impact of technology as an important factor in the development of these services, yet 

leave the topic virtually unexplored other than to note the addition of technological 
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innovations as they occur and their impact on tactics. There is no substantial analysis of 

how the military makes decisions regarding technology or the impact these decisions have 

on these organizations. 

Historians of technology have paid a good deal of attention to the development of 

military technology, but again, not in the same way as this work. Attention has been paid 

to the details of the invention process regarding specific artifacts of technology such as 

Thomas Parke Hughes' work, Elmer Sperry: Inventor and Engineer, or the political and 

strategic influences on military technology, such as Robert K. Massie's DreadnouRht: 

Britain, Germany, and the Coming of the Great War. There has been considerable 

discussion of the impact of the military on the development of the military-industrial 

complex, such as Benjamin Franklin Cooling's Gray Steel and Blue Water and even on 

research and development, for instance Clayton Koppes' JPL and the American Space 

Program: A History of the Jet Propulsion Laboratory. However, for the most part their 

focus on the relationship between the military and technology has been extemal. 

- Allan R. Millett, Semper Fidelis: The History of the United States Marine Corps, 
2d rev. ed., (New York, The Free Press, 1991); Russell F. Weigley, History of the United 
States Army (New York, Macmillan, 1967). 

^ Thomas Parke Hughes, Elmer Sperry: Inventor and Engineer (Baltimore, Md.: 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1971); Robert K. Massie, Dreadnought: Britain, 
Germany, and the Coming of the Great War (New York: Random House, 1991); 
Benjamin Franklin Cooling. Grav Steel and Blue Water (Hamden, Conn.: Archon Books, 
1979; Clayton Koppes, JPL and the American Space Program: A History of the Jet 
Propulsion Laboratory (New Haven, Conn: Yale University Press, 1982). 

4 



For this reason, this work offers some new contributions. In the area of militar> 

history is provides greater understanding of how the Marine Corps came to be what it is 

today by examining its history, culture, and ideas, and how these impacted its 

development and use of aviation technology. This is a departure from the standard 

histories of the Marine Corps, which too often focus on operational history. Those 

studies teach a good deal about what the Marine Corps has accomplished on the 

battlefield, but little about why and how it came to possess the ability to score such 

impressive victories. This study also makes to the history of technology by examining 

how military organizations develop and adapt new technologies. Finally, this work 

makes a contribution by detailing the achievements of one of the Marine Corps' most 

signifícant officers, in an area of military biography where the opportunities are great, and 

the richness of materials is still largely ignored. Much of this study is base upon analysis 

of McCutcheon's own papers and the significant body of manuscript materials and 

records that comprise the collections of the Archives Branch of the Marine Corps 

Research Center in Quantico, Virginia, and the Marine Corps Historical Center in 

Washington, D.C. 

Keith McCutcheon is a fascinating figure. He was born in 1915 in East Liverpool, 

Ohio. As a young man, he displayed a keen interest in public service and developed an 

interest in airplanes. After graduating from East Liverpool High School, he entered 

Carnegie Technological College and pursued a degree in management engineering. Upon 

graduation, he attempted to fmd employment in industry but after receiving no attracti\ c 



offers, he decided to pursue a career as a military pilot. Initially, he applied for pilot 

training in the Army, then, for unknown reasons, applied for a commission in the Marine 

Corps. He was accepted and enlisted as a second lieutenant in 1937. After basic training 

and a sea-going apprenticeship, he was detailed to the Naval Air Station, Pensacola, 

Florida, and received his wings in 1940. After a short period of service with a Marine 

observation squadron, he was allowed to pursue a master's degree in aeronautical 

engineering through a cooperative arrangement between the Naval Academy Post-

Graduate School and the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. As a result of this 

assigrmient, McCutcheon was absent during the early Marine Corps campaigns in the 

Pacific Theater during World War II. 

McCutcheon did not become an active participant in the war effort until 1944, but 

his assignment as operations officer of Marine Air Group (MAG) 24 produced immediate 

results for the Corps. During his tour of duty with the group, he was charged with 

training its squadrons to provide close air support for the Army's landings in the 

Philippines. Formulating a means to conduct effective, coordinated close air support for 

ground troops had long been a goal of Marine aviators. McCutcheon and his staff, after 

studying the problem, developed the first successful close air support doctrine for the 

Marine Corps. This system received high praise from Army officers during the 

campaign. The close cooperation necessary to deliver close air support to ground forces 

became one of the foundations of the post-World War II MAGTF concept. 



Integration of Marine air and ground forces might not have proceeded further had 

it not been for the deployment of atomic weapons as the end of the war. The ability to 

destroy an invasion fleet with a single bomb threatened to make amphibious warfare 

obsolete. To preserve the Corps' mission and guarantee its survival, Marine planners had 

to devise a new technique for conducting amphibious assaults that was not vulnerable to 

nuclear counter-attack. After investigating various possibilities, the Marine Corps leaders 

settled on adoption of helicopters as a means of conveyance for the initial assault waves. 

At the same time, the Corps began consideration of a new tactic called vertical 

envelopment. 

Keith McCutcheon became involved in investigating the capabilities of the 

helicopter as commander of the Corps' first developmental helicopter squadron, HMX-1. 

While with the squadron, McCutcheon and his men pioneered tactics and techniques for 

Marine helicopter transport squadrons. Later, during the Korean Conflict, as commander 

of the Corps' first helicopter transport squadron, HMR-161, McCutcheon and his men 

tested and refmed these techniques under combat conditions. The squadron also 

conducted the first exercises to evaluate the viability of vertical envelopment. 

After returning from Korea, McCutcheon was assigned as the chief of the Air 

Section of the Marine Corps Equipment Board. The posting placed him in charge of 

evaluating the latest technological advances for Marine aviators. It also put him at the 

hub of developmental activity regarding the Marine Corps' "new amphibious concept." 

During this period, he exerted a great deal of influence on the process. He served on two 



important boards which restmctured the Fleet Marine Force and Marine Air Wings in 

light of this new warfighting doctrine, tested and evaluated new technology necessar\' to 

implementing it, and maintained close contact with industry leaders developing 

helicopters to accomodate this new concept. After leaving the board. he was placed in 

charge of MAG-26 and given responsibility for the initial operational tests of vertical 

envelopment. 

The fírst half of the decade of the 1960s was a cmcial period for the development 

if the MAGTF concept. The Corps emerged from the 1950s with a tactical concept that 

was little more than a working theory with little form. From his position as Director of 

Marine Aviation, McCutcheon worked diligently to provide the manpower, equipment, 

and organizational stmcture necessary to make the MAGTF concept operational. Later, 

as the operations chief on the staff of the Commander-in-Chief, Pacific, (CincPac) and 

later as commander of the Ist Air Wing, McCutcheon sought to resolve interservice 

doctrinal differences which threatened the integrity of the Marine MAGTF doctrine and 

the brought it through its fírst test of combat in Vietnam. In the process, he eamed 

respect as an equal among Marine ground officers. These successes solidified the 

integration of Marine air and ground forces and catapulted the Corps to the forefront of 

the nation's defense structure as its foremost force-in-readiness. 

During the latter half of the decade, McCutcheon skiUfully used his position as the 

Commandanf s Deputy Chief of Staff for Air. to permanently entrench the MAGTF 

concept as the Corps' fundamental operational and organizational doctrine. Through 



astute political maneuvering, keen insight, and force of character he was able to protect 

the MAGTF stmcture from influences that threatened its demise. In doing so, he laid a 

foundation for perpetuation of the system, which has allowed it to ftmction into the 

present. Because of his contributions to the development of the Marine air-ground team. 

McCutcheon eamed a place among the Corps' pre-eminent officers. Only terminal illness 

prevented him from attaining the highest levels of responsibility in the Marine Corps. 

The story of Keith McCutcheon is not just biography. The integration of a\iation 

technology into the Marine Corps changed its mission. stmcture, and culture. This 

process was guided by a complex set of intemal and extemal influences which limited the 

range of options open to McCutcheon and other Marine Corps planners. As a result. the 

Corps' integration of aviation technology was less a process of fmding the best solution 

to its problems than a search for acceptable solutions. This is important given the impact 

of the military on technological development on a national level. 

Keith McCutcheon understood all this. That is why he deserves a place in the 

national memory as one of the Marine Corps' most honored and influential officers. A 

place he began eaming on an August day in 1937. 



CHAPTERII 

CLOSE AIR SUPPORT: FIRST STEPS TOWARD THE AIR-GROUND TEAM 

"// isfully recognized that the only excusefor aviation in any service is its 
usefulness in assisting the troops on the ground to successfully carry out 
their operations. " 

Alfred Austell Cunningham 
First Director ofMarine Corps Aviation 

September 1920 

On 12 August 1937, Marine Corps Headquarters notified a young college graduate 

named Keith Barr McCutcheon of his appointment as a second lieutenant in that service.' 

It likely did not occur to the headquarters staff that on that day it enlisted one of the most 

gifted offícers to wear the uniform of a United States Marine. In the thirty-four years that 

followed, McCutcheon's name would figure prominently not only in the development of 

Marine Corps aviation, but also in the transformation of the Marine Corps as a whole, 

from the amphibious specialists of Iwo Jima fame, into America"s foremost offensive and 

defensive force-in-readiness. 

The heart of this transformation was the development of the Marine Corps Air 

Ground Task Force concept, which envisioned a highly flexible and integrated 

combination of aviation and infantry units that could be tailored to virtually any combat 

' T. Holcomb to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 12 August 1937. Folder 5. Box 1, Keith 
Barr McCutcheon Papers, Archives Branch, Marine Corps Research Center. Quantico 
Marine Base, Quantico, Virginia. Hereafter McCutcheon Papers. 



situafíon and rapidly deployed. The air-ground team could provide advanced bases for 

the Navy in the event of a general war, or take control of a localized crisis to prevent 

escalation to nuclear conflict. Development of this concept would greatly depend upon 

the efforts of the young Marine who enlisted on that August day to pursue an interest in 

aviation, hoping to become a combat pilot. 

In 1937, when McCutcheon joined the Corps, Marine aviation could count among 

its ranks only 140 officers, fifteen warrant officers and 1,117 enlisted men. Of these, 176 

were pilots in a Marine Corps that boasted only 20,000 officers and enlisted men in total. 

It had in its possession only 102 aircraft divided between two loosely organized units, 

with one on each coast. The East Coast unit, stationed at Quantico, Virginia, was known 

as Aircraft One, Fleet Marine Force. The West Coast unit, stationed at San Diego, 

Califomia, was, predictably, designated Aircraft Two, Fleet Marine Force. Neither of 

these was designed to operate as an independent air command. Their function was to 

provide air detachments to be assigned to brigades in the event of deployment. Marine 

Corps aviation historian Bob Sherrod described the state of Marine aviation in the late 

Thirties: 

Throughout the Depression of the early thirties and the gradual recovery 
of the last half of the decade Marine aviation, like all the arms of all of the 
services, operated on a starvation budget. The arrival of even a half dozen new 
planes-such as Boeing's F4B-4 fighter (1934), Chance-Vought's SB2U-1 dive 
bomber (1934), or Brewster's F2A-1 fighter (1936)-was something to marvel at. 

- Robert Sherrod, History of United States Marine Coms Aviation in World War II 
(The Association of the United States Army, 1952, rprt. Baltimore, Md: The Nautical and 
Aviafíon Publishing Company of America, 1987), 30; William R. Fails. Marines and 
Helicopters 1962-1973 (Washington, D.C.: History and Museums Division, 
Headquarters, U.S. Marine Corps, 1978), 106. 
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The Marine aviators were the last to get the new planes (a condition that obtained 
until the closing months of World War 11).̂  

That Marine aviation suffered from substantial manpower, organization, and 

command problems during the decade of the thirties cannot be denied. Nonetheless, in its 

twenty-five year history it had come a long way. Despite handicaps of insufficient 

funding and manpower, Marine aviation over the preceding two and a half decades had 

won some significant battles in its fight for survival. Its very existence in 1937 was 

testimony to that. What was missing was the chance to convert a working theory on the 

employment of air power into an effective combat doctrine. By the end of World War II, 

Lieutenant McCutcheon would play a vital role in that conversion. 

The Marine Corps air arm originated as the vision of another young Marine 

lieutenant named Alfred Austell Cunningham. Cunningham, like McCutcheon, joined 

the Marine Corps in the hope of pursuing a career in aviation, but in 1909 the Corps had 

no airplanes and no apparent desire to obtain any. This proved of minor concem to the 

young Marine. In 1911, Curmingham was assigned to the Marine Corps Advanced Base 

School"* at the League Island Navy Yard in Philadelphia, a posting that put him at the 

' Sherrod, 30. 

^ The Advanced Base School was the original training ground for the Marine 
Corps Advanced Base Force, the foremnner of the Fleet Marine Force that became 
famous for its amphibious landings in the Pacifíc during World War II. During the initial 
formulation of War Plan Orange, (the Navy's operational plan in the event of war with 
Japan) Navy planners realized that it would be necessary. due to the contemporary limits 
of naval architecture and its lack of auxiliary craft, to seize island bases to sustain a trans-
Pacific naval campaign. Many senior officers in the Navy and Marine Corps became 
convinced that the best employment of the Marine Corps was the seizure of these bases. 
The result was the creation of the Advanced Base School in the summer of 1910 and the 

12 



confluence of the development of two promising new technologies, aviation and 

amphibious warfare. That same year he rented a plane from an inventor named Brown 

and began experimenting with flight. Despite all Cunningham's effort, he never was able 

to get his rented aircraft to fly. His work and observations, however, and association with 

the members of the amphibious warfare community within the yard, and the aviation 

community without, convinced him that the two technologies might be ftised into a 

formidable fighting combination.^ 

Over the next year and a half, Cunningham agitated for the establishment of a 

Marine air arm. This effort failed, but did win him assignment to the Navy Aviation 

Camp at Annapolis for flight duty. After taking pilot training with the Burgess Aircraft 

Company of Marblehead, Massachusetts, he joined five other naval aviation pioneers in 

developmental work in adapting airplanes for use with the fleet. He and his colleagues 

(eventually including three other Marine pilots) made signifícant contributions to the 

advance of naval aviation; but Cunningham always kept the focus on the day when 

Marine aviators would be trained and organized independently of the Navy.^ 

subsequent creation of the Ist Advanced Base Brigade in 1914. See Allan R. MiUett, 
Semper Fidelis: The History of the United States Marine Corps, 2d rev. ed., (New York: 
The Free Press, 1991), 279-277. 

^ James Anthony Ginther, Jr., "Marine Aviator Number One: Alfred Austell 
Cunningham and the Development of Early Marine Corps Aviation, 1912-1920'" (M.A. 
thesis, Abilene Christian University, 1993), 25-28. 

'lbid., 29-68 

13 



This independence would never ftilly occur, but during World War I, Marine 

pilots got the chance to prove themselves as a combat force. Cunningham was assigned 

to organize and train a Marine Corps aviation unit for duty in France. He barely got the 

rudimentary organization in place and began training new pilots. when, in November 

1917, he was sent on an inspecfíon tour to Europe to fínd a mission for the new 

detachment. Cunningham hoped to convince General John J. Pershing's American 

Expedifíonary Force staff to allow his Marines to fly in support of Brigadier General John 

Archer Lejeune's First Marine Brigade. Pershing's people refused this proposal and told 

Cunningham that if he ever got his pilots to France, they would be held in the rear to 

polish the skills of Army aviation squadrons.^ 

Cunningham, not satisfied with this result, worked up his own idea, which later 

evolved into the Navy's Northern Bombing Group project. Under this plan, Marine pilots 

would fly fighter cover for Navy seaplane-bombers attacking German submarine pens on 

the Belgian coast. Approval of this idea provided the First Marine Aviation Force an 

opportunity to get into the fight; but by the time it arrived in France, the British had 

captured the submarine pens. Cunningham's Marines were relegated to flying 

cooperafíve missions with nearby Royal Air Force squadrons in support of Belgian and 

French troops in the area. Despite impressing their RAF coUeagues with their 

performance, the failure of Marine pilots to be used in support of ground Marines during 

' Ibid., 70-74. 
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the war became the source of much bad blood among line offícers of the Marine Corps in 

the postwar stmggle to guarantee the Marine aviation's survival.^ 

The accomplishments of Marine airmen in France were adequate if not stellar, and 

this, plus Cunningham's hard lobbying of Congress, won Marine aviation permanent 

status among the nation's armed forces in 1919. Although Congress accepted the 

necessity of Marine aviafíon squadrons, Marine line officers did not. For much of the 

ensuing decade and a half, Marine pilots devoted themselves to winning the confidence 

and support of Marine ground officers, while carving out for themselves a unique mission 

in the nation's defense establishment.^ 

Three major concems generated doubts in the minds of Marine Corps infantry 

officers. They worried that Marine aviators would eventually move for independence 

from the Marine Corps. This idea originated in the recollection that Marine pilots had not 

flown in support of the First Brigade in France during World War I. It was reinforced 

when Brigadier General WiUiam "Billy" Mitchell began preaching the doctrine of the 

superiority of air power over other combat arms, and agitating for just this sort of 

separation of the air and ground forces of the Army.'^ 

Mbid., 75-95. 

Mbid., 75-110 

'" Alfred A. Cunningham. "Value of Aviation to the Marine Corps," Marine Corps 
Gazette, 5 (September 1920), 222-223; See also Edwin H. Brainard. ''Marine Corps 
Aviation,'^ Marine Corps Gazette, 13 (March 1928), 25-36. The Marine Corps Gazette is 
the professional offícers' journal for the Marine Corps. Published regularly since 1916. 
its function is to serve as a forum for the exchange ideas among the offícers of the Marine 
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Their second concem was also derived from wartime experience. Contact with 

aviation units convinced many line officers that Marine pilots were not "real" Marines. 

Their failure to support the Marine ground forces in France was only the beginning of a 

long list of negafíve observations. For instance, they noted that aviation units, when not 

deployed, tended to work and train independently of ground units. When the infantrymen 

saw their aviator counterparts in the air, they seemed to be engaging in a considerable 

amount of frivolous "joy riding." Line officers also noted that Marine pilots got around 

the standard rituals of the Corps: aviators did not maintain the same standards of 

discipline and bearing; they did not serve a seagoing apprenticeship with fleet Marine 

detachments; and they were not subject to periodic tours of sea duty." 

Perhaps most damning and damaging was their fínal concem: a perception that 

Marine aviation did not seem able to contribute a single combat advantage to the Corps' 

post-war reason for existence; amphibious warfare. The combined remedies to these 

criticisms became the conditions under which line officers would accept aviation in the 

Corps. These included acceptance of the view that Marine aviation was a supporting arm, 

that aviators be trained as infantrymen first and pilots second, and that combat 

effectiveness in supporting the amphibious mission be the only measure of aviation's 

Corps. The use and utility of aviation was widely reported and debated in the pages of 
the Gazette during the decade of the 1920's. 

Cunningham, 222, 232. 



success. These principles became the foundafíon on which Marine aviafíon doctrine was, 

and continues to be, based.^^ 

For the next twenty years Marine pilots stmggled to make the grade. Throughout 

the 1920s, they participated in numerous public maneuvers, air shows, and mail 

deliveries, which kept Marine aviation in the public eye while Marine pilots committed 

themselves to working out the practical aspects of combat close air support. Rules were 

also changed. Those desiring to fly could no longer enlist to be pilots. They would have 

to become Marine infantry officers first, taking training at the Marine Corps Basic 

School, and serving a seagoing apprenticeship before applying for aviation duty. 

Assignment to aviafíon would be temporary, lasting only five years, after which, a pilot 

had to serve a five-year rotation with the fleet before reapplying for flight status. Finally. 

Marine air units deployed to Haiti, Santo Domingo, and Nicaragua, sharpening their skills 

under combat conditions and demonstrating to many line officers that airmen could play a 

vital role in Marine combat operations. The greatest display of this ability came when 

Marine air units spotted and helped disperse rebel forces in the Battle of Ocotal, 

Nicaragua, while at the same time providing valuable information on the whereabouts of 

enemy troops, flying supplies to stranded Marine units. and performing aerial evacuations 

of wounded troops from the battlefield. 

'Mbid., 227-231. 

'' For a more detailed look at Marine Corps Aviation in the decade of the 1920"s 
see Graham A. Cosmas and Edward C. Johnson, Marine Coms Aviation: The Earh' 
Years, 1912-1940 (Washington, D.C.: History and Museums Division, Headquarters, 
U.S. Marine Corps, 1985), 27-57; and Roger Willock, Unaccustomed to Fear: A 
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By 1930, Marine aviation had gained enough respect that the curricula of the 

Marine Corps Schools at Quantico regularly included special lecture classes on the 

function and applicafíon of aviation.'"* This proved fortuitous for Marine airmen, giving 

senior aviators the opportunity to make their case directly to line officers and allowing 

them the opportunity to participate in the development of the Corps' new amphibious 

warfare doctrine.. 

Two events in the 1930s permanently changed the fortunes of aviation in the 

Corps: creafíon of the Fleet Marine Force in 1933, and the completion of the Tentative 

Manual for Landing Operations in 1934. Long stretches of expeditionary duty in Lafín 

America deprived the Corps of the manpower and equipment necessary to advance the 

study of amphibious warfare during the decade of the 1920s. This delay caused many in 

both the Army and the Navy to question whether the Marine Corps would ever seriously 

take up the problem. The result, given the tight budget constraints of the Hoover 

Biography of the Late General Roy S. Geiger (Princeton, N. J.: Roger Willock, 1968; 
repr. Quantico, Va.: The Marine Corps Associafíon, 1983), 68-160. 

'̂  The Quantico Marine Base at Quantico, Virginia, has long been known as the 
"Crossroads of the Marine Corps." Established in 1917 to provide a place to develop and 
train the Marine Corps Advanced Base Force, it was quickly converted for wartime 
service as a recruit training depot. After World War I, it became the intellectual 
headquarters of the Corps with the establishment of Marine Corps Schools (now Marine 
Corps University). Throughout the 1920s and 1930s the primary function of the schools 
was to provide advanced military training to Marine Corps officers and NCOs while 
allowing the Marine Corps to use the pooled talent as a think tank to work out the 
tactical, doctrinal, and technological problems associated with amphibious warfare. 
Several lectures by early Marine Corps pilot Louis B. Woods and others housed in the 
Lectures Collection at the Marine Corps Research Center at Quantico testif\ to the 
increasing role aviation education was playing at the Marine Corps Schools. 



Administrafíon, was a movement to dismantle the Corps by sending its aviation units to 

the Army Air Corps, and using its infantry for domestic naval base defense. The Army. 

then, would handle the problem of base seizure for the Navy, a solution the Navy found 

unappealing. Marine Corps Commandant Ben H. Fuller's creation of the Fleet Marine 

Force in 1933 averted this outcome and firmly committed the Marine Corps to a role as 

an amphibious force.'^ 

The foUowing year the faculty and staff of the Marine Corps Field Offícer School 

produced the Tentative Manual for Landing Operations. This manual, the first Marine 

Corps doctrinal work on amphibious warfare, laid out rudimentary theory for conducting 

landing operations. It capitalized, in part, on the work of Marine aviators in the post-

World War I period, providing for the use of Marine Corps and Navy close support 

aviation and naval bombardment to replace the artillery support that would be unavailable 

in initial across-the-beach operations. Marine aviation also was expected to gain air 

superiority over the landing site and render assistance to ground commanders by 

providing intelligence on enemy troop dispositions. Amphibious warfare called for an 

aviation organization that was, at the same time, both highly specialized and very 

flexible. It also demanded a close cooperation between air and ground units to be 

successful. Marine aviators greeted the new challenges with enthusiasm.'^ 

'̂  Millett, 329-330. 

'Mbid., 330-331,334 
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Eventually all of these ideas were incorporated into the Text for the Emplovment 

of Marine Corps Aviafíon in 1935 but several impediments prevented the development of 

the air-ground team envisioned by the new manual. Most signifícant was the inability of 

Marine Corps tables of organizafíon and equipment to keep pace with technological 

change. Marine aviation was dependent on the Navy's Bureau of Aeronautics for 

equipment. The "Buffalo" fíghters and "Vindicator" bombers handed down to the Corps 

as the Navy adopted higher performance aircraft were an improvement over the biplanes 

with which the Marines started the decade. However, these aircraft were fraught with 

problems in executing close air support missions. Marine pilots had devised their close 

support tactics using slower, low flying, biplanes with open cockpits. These newer 

aircraft were considerably faster, flew at higher alfítudes, and had enclosed cockpits. The 

combination limited pilot visibility and made visual target acquisition much more 

difficult. Hence, there was a need for improved ground to air communications. Radio 

appeared to be the answer, but the development of communications gear had not kept 

pace with improvements in aircraft performance. Radios available to the Corps at the 

time did not have sufficient range or portability to make them effective for controlling 

multi-aircraft close support missions near the front lines. Further, frequent deployments 

of Marine squadrons aboard aircraft carriers with the fleet and to bases on Guam and at 

Pearl Harbor, limited their availability for the joint exercises with Marine ground units 

necessary to solve the problems of air-ground communication and cooperation. Such was 
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the state of the art when Second Lieutenant Keith Barr McCutcheon entered the Marine 

Corps.'^ 

Keith Barr McCutcheon was bom 10 August 1915, at 333 Thompson Street, East 

Liverpool, Ohio, the place he listed as his home of record for the rest of his life. His 

mother was the former Louise Alberta Sturtevant, a housewife who hailed from Newark, 

New Jersey. His father, Dr. Merle D'Aubingne McCutcheon, formerly of Tridelphia, 

West Virginia, was the attending physician. The couple had lost one child prior to 

Keith's birth and would have one more, his brother John.'^ 

Litfíe can be discemed of McCutcheon's childhood. Most of the records he left 

are silent on this aspect of his life. They do show that he attended East Liverpoofs 

Central Grammar School, and, in 1933 he graduated from East Liverpool High. Early on, 

he exhibited an interest in religion, public service, and leadership. During his teen years, 

he held various positions in his Boy Scout troop and was secretary of the local 

DeMolay.'^ According to his cousin Bob, during this period, Keith also developed an 

interest in airplanes and fast cars. 

'Tbid., 334-335. 

'̂  Birth Certificate of Keith Barr McCutcheon; Marine Corps Statement of 
Personal History, 22 July 1966 both in Folder 7, Box 10, McCutcheon Papers; Bob 
McCutcheon, cousin of Keith B. McCutcheon, interview by author, 16 September 1998. 
Lubbock, Texas. Notes of telephone interview, author's coUection, Lubbock, Texas. 

19 The DeMolay is the young men's auxiliary of the Masonic Order. 

^̂  Marine Corps Statement of Personal History dated 22 July 1966; Marine Corps 
Offícers Qualifícation Record both in Folder 7, Box 10, McCutcheon Papers: Bob 
McCutcheon, interview, 16 September 1998. 



The fírst real sense of the ftiture Marine general's personality, reflected in the 

extant records, emerged during his college years. Despite the hardships of the Great 

Depression, Dr. McCutcheon found the money to send his son to college. In the fall of 

1933, Keith entered Carnegie Technological College; today's Camegie-Mellon 

University, where, he majored in management engineering,^' with a view toward entering 

the business world in sales. 

In the course of his studies, McCutcheon was thoroughly indoctrinated in the 

principles of Frederick Winslow Taylor and Leon Pratt Alford. Their ideas served not 

only as the foundation for McCutcheon's college education, but also took root in the man 

himself Their methodological emphases became central to the approach the young 

engineer would take to much of his life's work.̂ ^ 

7 1 

P. F. Walker defmed management engineering as "a term. . .to describe the 
activities of developing and operating producing plants. While frequently thought of as 
being the same as industrial engineering, it reaches beyond the direct problems of 
production and process, into the field of administration. . . . Their [management 
engineers'] work is a blend of that of the mechanical engineer and the business man, with 
the first taking priority as the more fundamental. This fact justifíes classing the service as 
a branch of engineering. The principles of business and fínance are adapted, as the 
principles of physics and chemistry are adapted in the ordinary practice of practical 
engineering." P. F. Walker, Management Engineering: The Design and Organization of 
Industrial Plants (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1924), 3. 

^^Marine Corps Statement of Personal History. 22 July 1966; Keith Barr 
McCutcheon to The Group Division, Aetna Life Insurance Company. 26 Febmary 1937. 
Folder 2, Box 1, McCutcheon Papers. 

^̂  McCutcheon's senior thesis for the engineering program is steeped in the 
influence of Taylor and Alford. McCutcheon called Taylor a man of character "'ablc to 
cope with all opposition" unfíl his goal was reached and that "his obser\ aiions and 
studies led to the development of. . .modern order in industry." McCutcheon's soiutions 
to the plant layout problem, which formed the basis of his thesis, are founded on Alford's 

11 



Taylor and Alford were two of the originators of modem industrial management 

theory. The heart of Taylor's work, as one biographer has stated, is the application of 

scientific methodology to the problem of obtaining maximum effíciency in human 

endeavors. Thus, he used science as a management tool; hence the idea of scientifíc 

management. Alford built on Taylor's ideas, but rather than limiting himself to the 

application of scienfífíc methods to solve production problems, he believed scientifíc 

inquiry would yield immutable laws goveming the management of industrial activity: 

hence management science. Taylor's work aimed at opfímizing production; Alford's at 

optimizing management.'̂ '* 

From Taylor, McCutcheon absorbed an abhorrence of inefficiency and a belief in 

the application of scientific investigation to problem solving. His study of Alford's work 

brought McCutcheon into contact with his "laws of management" goveming leadership, 

executive work, specialization, standardization, production management, material 

management, worker productivity, wage payment, safety and maintenance, and economy 

which were to be applied by managers to increase the effíciency of their operations.^^ 

Laws of Management which he discussed extensively throughout the text. Keith Barr 
McCutcheon, "Engineering Report on the Fundamentals of Plant Layout & Plant 
Reorganizafíon," May 1937, Folder 2, Box 1, McCutcheon Papers. 

'̂'Robert Kanigel, The One Best Way: Frederick Winslow Taylor and the Enigma 
ofEffíciency (New York: Viking, 1997), 6; William J. Jaffe, L. P. Alford and the 
Evolution of Modern Industrial Management (New York: New York University Press, 
1957), 136-139. 

-- For more on Taylor and Alford see Frederick Winslovv Taylor, The Principles of 
Scientifíc Management (New York: Harper & Brothers Publishers. 1911): and L. P. 
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Whether McCutcheon developed these ideas into personal standards at Camegie. 

or his education simply reinforced what was already there, his letters from this period 

demonstrate his belief in the principles these men embraced. In a letter applying for work 

with Aetna Life Insurance Company shortly before his graduation, he wrote: 

I particularly pride myself on the fact that I can careftilly and meticulously 
plan and organize my work in a most effícient manner; and, not only plan 
the work but to execute it with rapidity and accuracy above the average 
. . . . it also seems that my capacity increases with the pressure; that is, the 
more work there is to do, the more effíciently I perform it.̂ ^ 

While this might be regarded as the braggadocio of a young engineer about to 

graduate into the competifíve job market of the 1930s, it is worth nofíng some of 

McCutcheon's accomplishments as a student. During his four years at Carnegie, he 

ranked in the top 10% of his engineering class. This achievement eamed him 

membership in the Tau Beta Pi nafíonal engineering honors fratemity and Phi Kappa Phi, 

the nafíonal scholasfíc honors fratemity. In addifíon, he was admitted to Pi Delta Epsilon, 

a national honors fratemity for joumalism, and served as chapter president. He also 

gained entrance into the campus honorary organizations for the sophomore class, 

joumalism, and military science. Beyond his scholarly accomplishments, McCutcheon 

counted among his extracurricular activities membership in the Beta Theta Pi social 

fratemity working on the business staff of the weekly campus paper, and, during his 

Alford, Laws of Scienfífíc Management Applied To Engineering New York: The Ronald 
Press Company, 1928. 

"̂  McCutcheon to The Group Division, Aetna Life Insurance Company 26 
February 1937. 

24 



freshman and sophomore years, writing for a special edition of the campus paper 

produced during the university's annual camival. He also served on the campus yearbook 

staff all four years (his senior year as editor), and on the cabinet of the local YMCA. He 

was a member of the intercollegiate track team his sophomore year, and participated in 

intramural athletics all four years.^^ 

Engineering and writing remained life-long passions. In addition, during this 

period, one other interest that would dominate his future manifested itself a desire for a 

career in aviation. In the fall of his senior year, one of McCutcheon's professors, Dr. 

Lawrence R. Guild, notified him that there might be job opportunities coming open v\ith 

the Lockheed Aircraft Corporation. In his letter of introduction to R. Randall Irwin of 

Lockheed, McCutcheon noted that he had been intensely interested in aviation and the 

opportunities it offered for the past ten years. He stated that he "sincerely believed that 

commercial aviafíon is the up and coming industry not only in this country. but 

throughout the entire world." 

If nothing else, McCutcheon graduated from Carnegie with a sense of ambition, 

confídence, and self-worth. In a letter to the Shell Oil Company, written after a screening 

interview, McCutcheon wrote: 

I have always had a high regard for SHELL and was much impressed with the 
organization as presented to me. But, I was not enthused over the type of 
posifíons for which you seem to desire graduates. It seems rather ironical to me lo 

^^Keith Barr McCutcheon to F. W. Harper, 20 Februar\ 1937, Folder 2. Box 1. 
McCutcheon Papers. 

^̂  Keith Barr McCutcheon to R. Randall Irwin, 1 December 1936, Folder 3, Box 

1, McCutcheon Papers. 
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work four years in an engineering institute and spend seven or eight thousands of 
dollars for an education only to go out and pump gas in a filling station. . . . 
Possibly you are thinking at this moment that I am just another senior expecting to 
start immediately at the top. To the contrary, I am fully aware of the necessity of 
leaming any business from the bottom up, but it still seems unreasonable to 
assume that it takes two or three years to leam the marketing principles involved 
in a filling station. . . . I would not mind five or six months of it — I am not afraid 
of manual labor — but I would like to start in a more responsible position and 
work up into something that I could have before me as a goal. 

During his fínal semester, McCutcheon searched diligently for a job. He sent 

letters of application to no fewer than ten major corporations including the Aetna Life 

Insurance Company. General Electric, Bethlehem Steel, and Lockheed Aircraft 

Corporation. Despite the effort, he received no offers he found attractive. 

Instead, he developed an altemate plan. As early as 1935, McCutcheon tried to 

apply for flight training with the U.S. Army. He appealed to the Democratic Executive 

Committee in Columbiana County, Ohio,^' for help. C.V. Beatty. chair of the committee. 

advised McCutcheon to send a letter directly to 18th District Congressman Lawrence 

Imhoff asking for an endorsement letter. Beatty also promised to contact the 

congressman on McCutcheon's behalf On 26 October 1935, Imhoff informed 

McCutcheon that he had written the Adjutant General regarding his request. Shortly 

thereafter, McCutcheon got orders to report to Wright Field in Dayton, Ohio, for an 

^̂  Keith Barr McCutcheon to The Shell Petroleum Corporation, 20 February 1937, 
Folder 3, Box 1, McCutcheon Papers. 

'° Letters to these companies in Folder 3, Box 1, McCutcheon Papers 

'̂ McCutcheon"s home town of East Liverpool was located in Columbiana 

Countv. 
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examination for pilot qualification. He failed the physical exam due to a high pulse rate, 

which he attnbuted to having just fmished an exam period and a slight iUness. 

In January 1937, McCutcheon once again applied for and secured an opportunity 

to take the Army flight physical exam. The War Department notified him on 13 Februar\' 

1937 that he had passed and could expect assigrmient to flight training in the first class 

for which he was qualified. However, since McCutcheon had not yet completed his 

degree, the order of precedence for accepting flight cadets would place McCutcheon 

among the last to be selected for any class. Beyond this, his Febmary notification date 

meant that he had missed the deadline to join the current class and would have to wait 

until at least May for another chance. 

On 4 May 1937, the headquarters of the Ohio Military Area informed 

McCutcheon that, upon acceptance of his commission, completion of his degree, and 

complefíon of the Army ROTC program at Camegie, he would be assigned to the Corps 

of Engineers Reserve with the 425th Engineer Battalion in Akron, Ohio. Sixteen days 

later. the Army's 5th Corps Area Headquarters notifíed him that he had been accepted bv 

the War Department for enlistment as a flying cadet. He was ordered to report to Fort 

Hayes, Columbus, Ohio, on 27 June for transport to Randolph Field, Texas.' 

^̂  C.V. Beatty to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 22 October 1935; Lawrence E. Imhoff 
to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 26 October 1935; Keith Barr McCutcheon to Major-General 
Commandant, U.S. Marine Corps, 8 June 1937, all in Folder 5, Box 1, McCutcheon 
Papers. 

^̂  Ed Couley to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 13 January 1937: G. L Usher to Keith 
Barr McCutcheon, both in Folder 5, Box 1, McCutcheon Papers. 
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For unrecorded reasons, prior to the receipt of these orders, McCutcheon arranged 

to take a Marine Corps physical exam at the Philadelphia Navy Yard pursuant to 

commissioning as a second lieutenant. Former Marine brigadier general and Corps 

historian Edwin M. Simmons has noted that after World War I Commandant George 

Bamett tried to impose a policy of commissioning only naval academy graduates or men 

from the enlisted ranks. However. because of the number of unfílled vacancies for 

offícers, his successor John A. Lejeune arranged with the War Department to commission 

twelve graduates from distinguished coUeges having R.O.T.C. units. This arrangement 

was continued and by the end of the 1930s some the Corps' most influential offícers in 

the post-World War II era were commissioned through this program. Among them were 

future commandants David M. Shoup from DePauw in 1927, Leonard F. Chapman from 

the University of Florida in 1935, Lewis W. Walt from Colorado State in 1936, Keith 

McCutcheon from Carnegie Institute of Technology in 1937, Raymond G. Davis from 

Georgia Tech and Donn J. Robertson from University of North Dakota in 1938.̂ '̂  

For whatever reason, McCutcheon was originally ordered to report to Philadelphia 

on 24 May but became ill on the 17th and two days later was confmed to the school 

infirmary for a week. The delay forced McCutcheon into an intensive period of work to 

make up missed assignments and complete fínal exams in time for graduation. 

^̂ ' Special Orders No. 49, Headquarters Ohio Military Area, Fort Hayes, 
Columbus, Ohio, 4 May 1937; R. B. Patterson to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 20 Ma> 1937, 
both in Folder 5, Box 1, McCutcheon Papers. 

'^ Edwin M. Simmons, The United States Marines: A Historv 3d ed., (Annapolis, 
Md.: Naval Institute Press, 1998), 120-121. 
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Complefíng exams on 4 June, he reported to Philadelphia on the 7th, only to be physicalh 

disqualifíed once again due to a high pulse rate. In the meanfíme, on 25 May, 

McCutcheon had sent a letter to the War Department asking to be removed from the list 

of candidates ordered to report to Randolph Field for flight training.^^ 

Convinced that his inability to pass the Marine Corps physical exam was due to a 

situation similar to his failed Army physical, McCutcheon sought and obtained 

permission to retake the exam. This fíme he passed, and on 12 August 1937, 

Headquarters, Marine Corps, informed him of his appointment as a second lieutenant and 

ordered him to report, no later than August 23, to the Marine Barracks, Philadelphia Na\ \ 

Yard, for duty and instrucfíon at the Marine Corps Officers' Basic School.^^ 

Despite four years of Army ROTC at Camegie Tech, McCutcheon did not 

immediately prove to be a soldier of the bearing, appearance, and efficiency standard 

among Marine officers. However, by Febmary of the following year, he had driven 

himself into the top 10% of his class. It was during his assignment at the Marine Corps 

Officers' Basic School that McCutcheon first came to the attention of the senior officers 

^̂  Keith Barr McCutcheon to the Major-General Commandant, U.S. Marine Corps, 
8 June 1937; M. H. McKinnon to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 3 June 1937, both in Folder 5, 
Box 1, McCutcheon Papers. 

" Donald Curtis to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 12 August 1937: T. Holcomb to 
Keith Barr McCutcheon, 12 August 1937, both in Folder 5, Box 1, McCutcheon Papers. 

^̂  R. Whitaker memorandum reporting McCutcheon's ROTC class work, 4 June 
1937, Folder 5, Box 1, McCutcheon Papers. 
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of the Marine Corps for training he and some classmates provided to the enlisted men of 

the Philadelphia Navy Yard Marine detachment in the care and use of machine guns.^^ 

McCutcheon successfully completed the Basic School and was detached from the 

Philadelphia Marine Barracks on 24 May 1938. In a serendipitous twist of fate, he was 

assigned to the aircraft carrier USS Yorktown to serve his seagoing apprenticeship. 

During his year aboard the Yorktown, he became familiar with all of the dufíes of the 

Marine detachment at sea. He leamed gunnery, ships' security, landing party procedures, 

and emergency response procedures, in the process becoming thoroughly familiar with 

the ship. Amidst it all he also found time to complete a Marine Corps Schools course in 

post exchange bookkeeping. Most important, he got the opportunity to observe, first 

hand, Navy and Marine aviation units in action.'̂ ^ 

McCutcheon's experience only increased his desire to pursue a career in aviation. 

On 22 September 1938, he made a request to the Commandant of the Marine Corps for 

assignment "at the earliest possible date" to fíight training, noting that his probationar\' 

period as a Marine offícer would end 30 June the following year. If he had any idea of 

^̂  H. B. Liversedge memo to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 22 November 1937; G. D. 
Jackson, Jr. memorandum for Keith Barr McCutcheon, 17 March 1938; Joseph R. 
Knowlan to the Major-General Commandant, U.S. Marine Corps, 5 April 1938. all in 
Folder 5, Box 1, McCutcheon Papers. 

'°ClaytonB. Vogel to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 15 April 1938, Folder 5, Box 1. 
McCutcheon Papers; Keith Barr McCutcheon, '̂Gunnery Journal," Folder 10. Box 2. 
McCutcheon Papers; J. C. Fegan to Keith Barr McCutcheon, Folder 5. Box 1. 
McCutcheon Papers. 



just how unlikely it was that his request might be ftilfílled, it did not seem to concem 

him.^' 

McCutcheon's request for pilot training went unheeded unfíl June 1939.̂ '̂ On 13 

June, while at his parents' home on leave, he received word from Lieutenant Colonel L. 

G. Merritt that there was a vacancy in the flight class set to begin training at Pensacola in 

July. Merritt wrote that he understood McCutcheon was on leave, but told him if he was 

wiUing to report to Quanfíco at once for the flight physical, Merritt was confídent he 

could be ordered to Pensacola to begin flight training with the next class. McCutcheon 

complied and on 30 June 1939, he reported to the commandant of the Naval Air Station at 

Pensacola for pilot training.'*^ 

On 3 July 1940, McCutcheon completed his flight training course. Two weeks 

later he received his wings from one of Navy's most celebrated aviators, Admiral Albert 

C. "Putty" Read. Read had commanded the famed NC-4 flying boat that made the first 

'̂ Keith Barr McCutcheon to the Major-General Commandant, U.S. Marine Corps, 
22 September 1938. Folder 5, Box 1, McCutcheon Papers. 

'̂ Fails, Marines and Helicopters, 1962-1973, 106, states that McCutcheon applied 
for aviation duty once in August, 1938 and again in January, 1939 and was tumed down 
both times. Fails cites the source noted in footnote 41 above, but this author did not fínd 
evidence of any other application in going over the same material. Given the changes in 
regulations governing application for aviation cited earlier, Cosmas and Johnson's and 
Sherrod's descripfíons of the size, state, and rate of growth of Marine Corps aviation of 
the period, and McCutcheon's own notation in his original request that his probation 
would not come to an end unfíl the end of June 1939, the version given here seems more 
likely. 

'" L. G. Merritt to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 13 June 1939: T. Holcomb to I^eith 
Barr McCutcheon et. al., 26 June 1939. both in Folder 5, Box 1, McCutcheon Papers. 



trans-Afíantic flight in 1919. McCutcheon recalled the day as one of the biggest of his 

life. On 10 July, he was ordered to report to his fírst aviation duty assignment with 

Marine Observafíon Squadron 1 (VMO-1), attached to the First Marine Brigade, Fleet 

Marine Force, Quantico, Virginia. Two months later he was promoted to fírst lieutenant 

to date from the day he completed his pilot training.'*'̂  

Over the next year, McCutcheon served with VMO-1, fírst aboard the aircraft 

carrier Yorktown, and later aboard the carriers Ranger and Wasp. In Febmary 1941, he 

applied for assigrmient to the Post Graduate School aeronautical engineering course at the 

U.S. Naval Academy in Annapolis. As had happened so often in the past, he was tumed 

down, this time due to lack of funding. Nonetheless, unexpected opportunity again 

favored the young lieutenant and on 2 September 1941, on the eve of the outbreak of 

hostilities with Germany and Japan, McCutcheon was ordered to Annapolis to begin 

schooling as an aeronautical engineer."*^ 

'̂ ''T. Holcomb to Keith Barr McCutcheon, Subject: Aviafíon Designation, 10 Jul\ 
1940, Folder 5, Box 1, McCutcheon Papers; Keith Barr McCutcheon, "'My Wings are 
Thawed," unpublished speech, undated, Folder 7, Box 7, McCutcheon Papers; T. 
Holcomb to Keith Barr McCutcheon, Subject: Change of Stafíon, 10 July 1940, Folder 5. 
Box 1, McCutcheon Papers; J. W. Knighton to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 6 September 
1940, Folder 5, Box 1, McCutcheon Papers; Clark G. Reynolds, Admiral John H. 
Towers: The Stmggle for Naval Air Supremacy (Annapolis. Md.: Naval Insfítute Press, 
1991), 161. 

'' Fails, Marines and Helicopters, 1962-1973, 106; EUiot Buckmaster to Keith 
Barr McCutcheon, 3 July 1941; Selden B. Kennedy to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 16 Aprii 
1941; T. Holcomb to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 2 September 1941, all in Folder 5, Box 1. 
McCutcheon Papers. 
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McCutcheon started the two-year course of study on 1 October 1941. The 

curriculum included classes in mathematics, mechanics, metals, physics, mechanical 

engineering, chemistry, electricity, aeronautical engineering, naval engineering, and 

thermodynamics. McCutcheon tumed in a superior performance, graduating number one 

in his class. During the spring term of 1942, he was promoted to the rank of captain.^^ 

After completing the aeronautical engineering course, McCutcheon spent part of 

the summer at the Army-Navy Engine Training School at Hartford, Connecticut. While 

there, he was promoted to the rank of major. The following October, he was ordered to 

Cambridge, Massachusetts, to the Aeronautical Engineering program at the 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology (M.I.T.) for ftirther schooling. While at M.I.T., 

McCutcheon did work in the practical design of aircraft. His thesis, written in 

conjunction with two navy officers, studied the effects of exhaust pressures on engine 

performance at high altitudes with particular regard to engine design configurations for 

future high performance aircraft. In May 1944, McCutcheon received notice of his 

promotion to the rank of lieutenant colonel. The following month, he was awarded a 

Master of Science degree in aeronautical engineering from M.I.T."*̂  

^̂  Grade sheets for each of McCutcheon's terms at the Naval Academy Post 
Graduate School are in Folder 5, Box 1, McCutcheon Papers; T. Holcomb to Keith Barr 
McCutcheon 2 September 1941 Folder 5 Box 1, McCutcheon Papers; Fails, Marines and 
Helicopters, 106; Frank Knox to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 3 February 1942, Folder 5, Box 
1, McCutcheon Papers. 

'' T. Holcomb to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 23 August 1943, Folder 5, Box 1, 
McCutcheon Papers; Keith Barr McCutcheon, 'Airplane Design Practice," unpublished 
paper in Folder 8, Box 3, McCutcheon Papers: W. E. Kenna, Charles Antoniak, and Kcith 
Barr McCutcheon, "The Effect of High Exhaust Pressure on Engine Performance and the 

1 ^ 
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One of the interesting things to come out of this period is a revealing article that 

McCutcheon submitted to the Army Command and General Staff College's Military 

Review titled "Proposal for Unifícafíon of the Armed Services" written in September 

1943. The article was rejected for publication due to its controversial nature but 

nonetheless is interesfíng on several levels. First, it gives an early glimpse of 

McCutcheon the military systems designer. Second, it is of interest due to the 

controversial stand he took on the subject, advocafíng military unifícation, an idea 

opposed by the Navy (and by extension, the Marine Corps) for the better part of the 

preceding twenty years. Finally, it represents the fírst articulation of McCutcheon's 

concept of the future of the Marine Corps. It was a concept that became predominant in 

the Marine Corps during the years immediately following World War 11."*̂  

The suggestion of unifying the armed services was nothing new. It dated back to 

the days of the Spanish-American War when the American drive for empire produced a 

need for coordinated joint operations between the Army and Navy to carry out U.S. 

foreign policy. Creation of the Navy General Board (1900), the Joint Army-Nav\ Board 

Availability of Energy in Exhaust Gases at High Pressures," (M.S. thesis. Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology, 1943) typescript in Folder 5, Box 3, McCutcheon Papers; Keith 
Barr McCutcheon to Commandant, U.S. Marine Corps, 15 May 1944, Folder 5, Box 1, 
McCutcheon Papers; Fails, Marines and Helicopters, 106. 

"̂  Keith Barr McCutcheon, "Proposal for Unifícation of Armed Forces," draft 
prepared for submission to Military Review, 21 September 1943, Folder 6, Box 2, 
McCutcheon Papers. 

' ' F. M. Barrows to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 4 October 1943, Folder 6, Box 2. 
McCutcheon Papers; McCutcheon, "Proposal for Unifícafíon of Armed Forces." 
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(1903) and the Army and Navy supported proposal for a Council of Nafíonal Defense 

(1913) were all steps in this direcfíon. World War I produced a resurgence of interest in 

unifícation, this time prompted by business management proponents who for economy 

and effíciency, sought to uniíy the "business" (or mosfíy logisfícal) functions of the 

military to reduce redundancy. In March 1921, Frank Willoughby of the Institute for 

Govemment Research (later the Brookings Institute) issued a report which suggested the 

reorganization of the military with not only an independent supply branch but also the 

creafíon of a single executive agency to administer it, the Department of National 

Defense. It was about this same time that General William "Billy" Mitchell began the 

agitation for a separate Air Force, which would eventually lead to his court-martial and 

dismissal from the Army. Mitchell was fírmly convinced that the only way the air forces 

would gain the independence he believed they needed was the creation of a superseding 

govemment agency which would have greater authority and vision than the current Army 

and Navy general staffs. Thus, the issue of defense unification became intimately bound 

to the question of an independent air force.̂  

Though the Navy had, on occasion, supported proposals for unifícation of the 

armed forces, it withdrew its endorsement of such schemes when Mitchell began 

advocating plans that would strip the Navy of its air forces. Mitchelfs views also 

°̂ Weigley, 489-490; Paul Y. Hammond, Organizing for Defense: The American 
Militarv Establishment in the Twentieth Century (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University 
Press, 1961), 85-93; R. Earl McClendon, Autonomy for the Air Arm (Maxwell Air Force 
Base, Ala.: Air Force History and Museums Program, 1996), 54; Vincent Davis, Post 
War Defense Policv and the U.S. Naw, 1943-1946 (Chapel Hill, N.C.: North Carolina 
Press, 1962), 40-54. 
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challenged, on a strategic level, the traditional belief in the Navy as the nation's fírst line 

of defense. The Navy responded by closing ranks. Though it did grant a measure of 

autonomy to its own aviators by creating the Bureau of Aeronautics, it came to reject out 

of hand any proposal for unifícation of the armed forces, any suggestion of independent 

organization for its air forces, any idea that the airplane would replace the Navy as the 

nafíon's fírst line of defense, and developed a suspicion of the motives of all aviators. A 

similar deep seated suspicion of the motives of aviators already existed in the Marine 

Corps.'' 

Nonetheless, by 1943 the problems of fíghting the Pacifíc campaign in World War 

II caused certain military offícers to re-examine the issue of unifícation. Support for the 

idea came from as high a ranking officer as General George C. Marshall, Chief of Staff of 

the Army, although the Navy, as a matter of policy, remained staunch in its opposition. 

McCutcheon was among the offícers supportive the unifícation concept during this 

period. Though he was careful in his article to develop a plan that really only created a 

unifíed staff and logisfíc stmcture, given the climate in the Navy and Marine Corps of the 

fíme, he was probably fortunate the article was not published. Publication of the article 

likely would have ensured that his career would have ended with the end of the war.'"̂  

Davis, 40-54. 

521 •Weigley, 489-490; McCutcheon, "Proposal for Unifícation of Armed Forces;" 
For further discussion of the topic see the discussions of unification and unified command 
in Vincent Davis, Post War Defense Policv and the Navv, 1943-1946 (Chapel Hiil. N. C: 
The University of North Carolina Press, 1962): and Grace Person Hayes, The History^ of 
the Joint Chiefs of Staff in World War II: The War Against Japan (Annapolis, Md.: Na\al 
Institute Press, 1982); Jeffrey G. Barlow, Revoh of the Admirals: The Fight for Naval 
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McCutcheon's inspirafíon for the article apparenfíy came from the problems 

encountered in fíghting the amphibious war in the Pacifíc, which. he argued, blurred the 

traditional lines between naval and military engagements, and, the proposals advanced by 

progressive reformers of the 1920s. . The campaign in the South Pacifíc and its trend of 

using joint-service fighting forces, he suggested, was moving the nafíon toward 

unification of the air, land, and sea forces into a national fighting force, which should be 

administered by a single Department of National Defense. As a model, McCutcheon 

suggested the Army's organization into Air, Land and Service commands to which. he 

would add Sea Forces. The Air, Land and Sea Forces would comprise the major combat 

commands. A unified service command would handle all staff functions including 

logistics, personnel, recruitment, base constmction, fínance, justice, medical care, 

weapons development, policy, and spiritual welfare. 

Within the major combat commands, McCutcheon envisioned a land force 

comprised of infantry, cavalry, artiUery, armor, coast artillery and aeroamphibious 

components. Air forces would include transport and ferry commands. the fíeet air arm. 

and bomber, fighter and composite commands. Sea forces would combine the Navy. 

Coast Guard and merchant marine into a unifíed combat command. Lest some suggest 

that this organization eliminated the Marine Corps, McCutcheon argued that it should 

Aviation, 1945-1950 (Washington, D.C.: Naval Historical Center, Department of the 
Navy, 1994). 

53 McCutcheon, "Proposal for Unifícation," 2. 
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evolve into the aeroamphibious command component of the land forces composed of 

marine, paratroop, glider, and airbome infantry. This, he suggested, was the proper 

mission for the Marines, and he advocated that the Corps surrender all other duties in 

favor of this mission. All this, he felt, could be accomplished with a minimum of 

disturbance in current combat organization and operations.""^ 

McCutcheon's ideas on unification clearly exhibit his management engineering 

roots and perhaps some of the naiveté of a young officer inexperienced in combat both on 

the battlefield and between the services. Viewing the problem as one of designing the 

most efficient system to produce the end product (in this case an efficient military 

establishment), he failed to recognize that tradition, political pressures, and combat 

specialization worked against such a reorganization of the nation's military forces.̂ ^ 

However, in this statement of his ideas on unification, McCutcheon first displayed the 

characteristic that would make him one of the Marine Corps' most valuable and 

innovative general officers: the ability to grasp military systems in all their complexity 

and develop solutions to problems that made these systems both fíexible and more 

effícient. This ability would serve the Marine Corps well in integrating its ground and air 

arms both during, and after the war. 

McCutcheon made a major contribution of this sort in 1944 and 1945 while 

serving in the Pacific Theater as operations offícer of Marine Air Group (MAG) 24. 

54 Ibid., 2-6. 

" Similar crifícisms had been leveled against similar schemes in the 1920s. Sec 
Hammond, 90. 
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During this period, he developed and implemented the first comprehensive Marine Corps 

doctrine for providing tme close air support to advancing infantry units. The adoption of 

McCutcheon's close air support doctrine created the air-ground team envisioned b\ 

amphibious planners and the early architects of Marine aviation. 

In September 1944, McCutcheon left the U.S. for the Pacific Theater. He had 

only just settled in with MAG-24 when its commander, Colonel Lyle H. Meyer, received 

notification that the group's new mission was to provide close air support for the Arm\''s 

landings on the Philippine island of Luzon. Meyer handed the job of training his pilots 

for this assignment to his new operations officer.̂  

The thought of using airplanes for close support of troops did not originate with 

McCutcheon; it had been around since World War I. Although the Marine Corps had 

based development of its air arm on this mission in the intervening years, a consistent and 

effecfíve method of employing aircraft in this capacity had yet to be developed. As 

recenfíy as 1940, the pilots of VMO-1 (McCutcheon among them), participating in 

Marine close air support exercises at Culebra, Puerto Rico, Guantanamo Bay, Cuba, and 

New River, North Carolina, had concluded that Marine Corps capability to carry out such 

56 George W. Garand and Truman R. Stobridge, Western Pacifíc Operations, vol. 4 
of History of U.S. Marine Corps Operafíons in World War l (Washington. D.C.: 
Historical Division, Headquarters, Marine Corps, 1971), 304. Documentafíon of 
McCutcheon's participafíon in these exercises appears in note 43 and 44 on pages 31 and 
32 of this work. 



missions fell far short of the mark. The major problems were in the realm of 

communicafíons and coordinafíon between air and ground units.'^ 

Three years later, the Army published fíeld manual FM-100-20 "Command and 

Employment of Air Power." This was the Army Air Force's inifíal doctrinal statement on 

the subject. It expressed the belief that, at that point, close air support operations were 

still unrealistic and concluded, "In the zone of contact, missions against hostile units are 

most difficult to control, are most expensive, and are, in general, least effective.'" The 

fact was that without proper communications, the lack of coordination made close air 

support ineffective, dangerous, and expensive. The Army Air Corps would not waver 

CQ 

from this point of view during the war despite wartime experience to the contrary.' 

While technological and command and control problems figured prominently in 

the failure to develop close air support, they were complicated by the Marine Corps 

defmition of close support. Corps usage defíned this to be the accurate delivery of 

ordnance by air to within 200 yards of the front line. This demanded a significant degree 

of accuracy, coordination, effective communication, and trust between air and ground 

forces. None of this had yet developed. Combat experience would point the way toward 

" Keith Barr McCutcheon, "Close Air Support Aviafíon," report dated 7 August 
1944 in "Marine Aviafíon-Close Air Supporf' Folder, Historical Reference Section, 
Marine Corps Historical Center, Washington, D.C. 

^̂  Sherrod, 291; Robert Frank Futrell, Ideas, Concepts, Doctrines: Basic Thinkinu 
in the United States Air Force. 1907-1960, (Maxwell Air Force Base, Ala.: Air Uni\ersity 
Press, 1989), 137-138, 141. 

40 



solufíons to these problems, but it remained to put these pieces together into a operative 

system of close air support.^^ 

Some progress had been made by the time McCutcheon began his work with 

MAG-24. In early 1942, Major Peter P. Shrider of the Marine Corps Amphibious 

Training Command began promising experiments with a radio jeep that could move with 

ground forces and provide information to planes in the air overhead. During the 

campaign for Guadalcanal later that year, pilots were able to walk to the front lines and 

visually examine the targets they were to bomb. This greatly enhanced their effectiveness 

and demonstrated the value of having aviafíon officers familiar with the capabilities of 

their aircraft on the ground with front-line troops to advise commanders and plan air 

attacks. The Marine Corps commander at Guadalcanal, Alexander Archer Vandegrift, 

used this information to recommend that Air Liaison Parties be deployed with the staffs 

of tactical commanders ashore with direct radio contact to planes overhead.^^ 

During the Marianas campaign, the Navy took the Air Liaison Party concept and 

formed Joint Assault Signal Companies for directing air support of amphibious landings. 

These companies consisted of personnel trained in intelligence and aviation procedure. 

stationed with the division, regiment, or battalion commanders, who relayed requests for 

air support through division headquarters and then to a Command Control Support Unit 

'^Sherrod, 293. 

60 C ^Sherrod, 292; Jeter A. Isely and Phillip A. Crowl, The Marines and Amphibiou< 
Warfare: Its Theory, and Its Practice in the Pacifíc (Princeton. N.J.: Princeton Universit\ 
Press, 1951), 172. 
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aboard ship. From there, missions were planned and assigned priority, and pilots were 

briefed before takeoff Commanders of Army ground units who worked with the Na\y 

under this system were impressed and suggested that the skepticism regarding close air 

support expressed in FM-100-20 was in error.^' 

If the Army was comfortable with the Navy's method the Marines were not. The 

Marine Corps commander at Tarawa, Holland M. Smith, lamented that poorly 

coordinated attacks had resulted in a number of friendly fíre casualties, which he blamed 

on communications failures, the inexperience of Navy pilots with this type of mission, 

and too little coordinated training between pilots and ground assault units. Specifically. 

direction of airplanes to the target was done through a cumbersome multi-fíered 

communication system by air controllers out of sight of the front and missions were 

flown by pilots unfamiliar with ground tactics or infantry problems. Navy 

communications doctrine permitted the negation of a request at any point along the wa\. 

Moreover, the communications net was shut down to all but the strike in progress when a 

mission was being flown. This created delays in delivery of needed support and 

prevented the system from responding effectively to the constant ebb and flow of a 

developing combat situation. Finally, there was no set procedure or training program 

promoting consistency in the application of air support, which did little to alleviate the 

skepfícism of some ground commanders. Smith's recommendafíon was that a Marine Air 

''Sherrod, 292-293. 
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Wing be formed and thoroughly trained and tasked with the provision of close air support 

for landing operations. ^̂  

To prepare for his assignment, McCutcheon began by collecfíng and analyzing all 

the informafíon available on the topic of close support. Previous Marine Corps 

experience identifíed three crucial problems with close air support as currently practiced. 

These were poor communications, inadequate training, and insuffícient coordination 

between air and ground forces. McCutcheon, for the fírst time, would be given the 

opportunity to create and test a self-contained close air support doctrine designed to 

remedy all of these problems. He laid out the details of his approach in a report written at 

the end of Philippine Campaign in August 1944, fífíed ''Close Air Support Aviation."^^ 

Taking a cue from previous experience, McCutcheon made adequate specialized 

training the heart of his preparatory program. His first task, then, was to set forth a clear 

and understandable defmition and doctrine for close air support that would serve as a 

benchmark for training and application in the field. As a point of departure, McCutcheon 

began with the most recent view on the subject put forth by the Air Section of the Marine 

Corps Schools at Quantico: 

When aviation is acting in close support of ground troops. its striking 
power should be used only against those targets which cannot be reached by the 
ground arms or on targets for which ground weapons are not suitable or available. 
In almost all ground situations there are vital targets beyond the range of weapons 

"Isely and Cowl, 230-231. Similar condifíons also prevailed at Saipan and were 
not corrected until McCutcheon began training MAG-24 for support of the Army 
invasion of the Philippines. 

63 Keith Barr McCutcheon, "Close Support Aviation.' 



of ground arms which can be powerfully dealt with by attack aviation. Therefore 
the use of attack aviation to supplement the fíre power of ground arms is 
discouraged as it may result in neglect of more distant, and perhaps, more vital 
objectives. As a general mle, attack aviafíon should be used in lieu of artiller\ 
only when the fíme limit precludes the assembly of sufficient artillery units to 
provide the necessary preparations, and when such absences of artiUery may 
involve the failure of the campaign as a whole.̂ '̂  

This statement was of limited value at best. Written during a time when both 

planes and experience were lacking, this guidance was of little use to the ground 

commander, inspired little faith, and did not account for wartime experience. However, 

in writing his doctrine, McCutcheon accepted three of its principles: that the function of 

close air support aviation was accomplishment of the ground force's objective; that 

ground commanders should not employ it casually; and that it was not a panacea for all 

the ground commander's problems. Taking into consideration lessons leamed through 

wartime experience, McCutcheon came up with a measured, specifíc, and altogether more 

useful defmition of close air support: 

Close air support is an additional weapon at the hands of the Infantry 
Commander to be used against enemy forces and installations holding up the 
advance of his own front lines. . . . employed at the discretion of the ground 
commander. He may employ it in either of two ways; (1) against targets that can 
not be reached by his other weapons, or (2) in conjunction with the ground 
weapons in a coordinated attack. 

McCutcheon then expanded on this defínifíon, explaining that these attacks could be 

64 
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made against specifíc positions or units hindering the advance, or could be dummy 

attacks made for their psychological effect.̂ ^ 

McCutcheon, here, not only created a meaningful defínition of close air support 

but also gave a succinct statement of the Marine Corps' unique concept of air power. one 

which in many ways ran contrary to Army Air Force and Navy doctrine. For example. 

McCutcheon and the Marine Corps felt the ulfímate responsibility for determining how 

and where air support was employed should rest with the local ground commander, a fact 

that McCutcheon's defmifíon emphasizes. Moreover, close air support, like the other 

weapons at a local commander's disposal, had its own peculiar capabilities and 

limitations and was best employed in conjunction with other weapons rather than alone or 

in place of more effective altematives. Finally, close air support should be employed in 

only one of two instances: against targets that could not be reached by other weapons, or 

in conjunction with other weapons in a coordinated attack, never as the sole solution to a 

tactical problem. 

Having created a solid working defmition of close air support and what it should 

be able to accomplish, McCutcheon set out to design a system that would by-pass 

previous problems. He believed that the key to effective close air support (and the 

element missing in past operations) was effective communication and coordination 

between ground and air units. Drawing on information gained in previous operations. 

'Mbid.,4 

'' Ibid. 
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McCutcheon and his staff approached the problem from three direcfíons: revamping the 

communications net controlling the aircraft; implementing a detailed training program 

designed to familiarize pilots with ground operations and make them close air support 

specialists; and holding a series of maneuvers designed to test the system, work out 

unforeseen problems, and build confídence in the system with the ultimate goal of 

making the bomber squadrons and the ground units they supported an integrated air-

ground team. 

Improving the communications network was not so much a problem of technology 

as it was a failure to appreciate the system in its totality and apply available equipment 

accordingly. Traditional views emphasized the belief that ground commanders lacked the 

technical expertise, training, and appreciation of the capabilities of aircraft to effectivel\ 

direct and control them in combat. Army Air Force and Navy practice cut this command 

element out of their systems, or at least employed one with enough intervening levels to 

ensure that requests did not squander resources. However, this eliminated the command 

element most familiar with the objective of both the air cover and the battle at hand, and 

severely limited the accuracy and effectiveness of the support provided. 

McCutcheon's solution to this problem was to create a more balanced and 

effícient communications network that involved all the command and control elements 

necessary to effecfívely coordinate close air support in combat. The hub of this network 

^%id., 4-6, 8-9, 14-16. 

'' Ibid., 9 
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was the support air commander,^^ the offícer with overall responsibility for coordination 

of close support operafíons. The support air commander, usually stafíoned at the division 

or corps commander's headquarters, was connected by radio to the division headquarters' 

operations offíce, aircraft controUers with alert aircraft in the air and on the ground, and 

air liaison parties (ALPs) stationed at the front in sight of the targets.^' 

Air liaison parties originated requests for strikes and these could be drawn from 

Navy joint assault support companies or formed from personnel available in local ground 

units to which air officers, usually pilots, were attached. They traveled in radio equipped 

jeeps which allowed them to keep pace with the advancing units. Their counterparts were 

air coordinator teams which flew overhead, and, working in concert with ground 

personnel, allocated aircraft for targets. Air coordinator teams usually consisted of an 

experienced pilot, ground observer, and radio gunner flying with the aircraft on station 

over the battlefíeld in a Navy TBF torpedo bomber or Marine SBD "Dauntless" dive-

bomber. ' 

What connected all these elements was a four channel radio net. The support air 

request (SAR) net, over which requests for air support were transmitted, connected the 

'°For the sake of accuracy, this discussion will make use of the terminology 
McCutcheon used. However, for the sake of clarity, where McCutcheon used the term 
"Support Air " it may help the reader to read this as "Close Air Support '" 
In this example, for instance, instead of Support Air Commander read Close Air Support 
Commander. 

^'McCutcheon, "Close Support Aviafíon," 4. 

^-Ibid., 5. 
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ALPs, support air commander, and air coordinators. The support air direction (SAD) net 

tied together the support air commander, air coordinators, and individual aircraft on 

stafíon. These two nets handled most of the radio traffíc for routine air support missions. 

A third net, the support air direction emergency (SADE) net connected the ALPs directly 

to the aircraft overhead. It allowed ground forces to make emergency requests for support 

directly to the aircraft above and represented a the most radical departure from previous 

close air support command and coordination practice. The fínal element was a support 

air observation (SAO) net which linked aerial observers with ground observers to assess 

the effectiveness of the strike. Though it appears that the system was little different than 

what the Navy had used in the Marianas, in practice most strikes were directed by the 

ALPs communicating directly with planes overhead. Even so, this arrangement permitted 

senior echelons of command to countermand support requests in light of shifting 

objectives and, most importantly, allowed all avenues of communication to remain open 

at all times. 

Having revamped the command and control system for close air support, 

McCutcheon and his staff turned their attention to training the squadrons of MAG-24 

(and later, in an abbreviated course, MAG-32) for their mission. To thoroughly acquaint 

pilots, controllers, intelligence officers, and others with the system, McCutcheon and his 

staff developed a course consisting of thirty-seven lectures, training problems and 

maneuvers, and a fínal exam. Course work covered communications, Philippine 

73 Ibid., 5-6, 9. 
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geography, weather, and people, map reading, aerial observation, identifícation of 

friendly and enemy forces and equipment, survival, and the psychology of the Japanese. 

The course closed with a fínal exam and course crifíques.̂ '̂  

Complefíng the training was a series of exercises conducted by Marine pilots and 

the Army's 37th Infantry Division. These exercises included a ftill live fíre assault 

on a Japanese pillbox installafíon using the newly trained ALPs to direct planes in 

simulated close support attacks. The only thing lacking was the delivery of live ordnance 

by the aircraft flying overhead. It was concluded that despite this defíciency "a better 

understanding was arrived at between the ground and air arms."^^ 

The accomplishments of MAG-24 and MAG-32 under this system during the 

Philippine campaign have been covered in great detail elsewhere and will not be 

discussed at length here.^^ It is enough to say that in combat the system succeeded 

beyond all expectations in providing true close air support to ground troops. It is worth 

noting, however, the praise which the system received from Army commanders who 

witnessed its results. Major General Edwin D. Patrick, then commander of the 6th 

Infantry Division, wrote: 

The close air support given this Division by the 308th Bombardment 
Wing and Marine Air Group, Dagupan (MAGD), in the operations now being 

'Mbid., 8, 14-16. 

'' Ibid., 8. 

76 For details of the service rendered by Marine aviation during the Philippine 
Campaign the reader should consult Charles W. Boggs, Jr., Marine Aviation in the 
Philippines (Washington, D.C.: Historical Division, Headquarters, U.S. Marine Corps. 
1951); Sherrod, 290-313; Garand and Stobridge, 334-358. 
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conducted in the Marakina Watershed area has been outstanding. The advance 
of our troops over diffícult mountainous terrain against a well-armed enemy is 
being made possible in no small part by such air strikes. 

Particularly noteworthy have been the skillftiUy coordinated and 
accurate attacks of SBD's of the MAGD based at Mangaldan Field. In one 
strike made on 28 Febmary against Mt. Mataba, these Marine pilots dive-
bombed a pinpointed target located between two friendly forces with accuracy 
comparable to that obtained by fíeld artillery. The courage, patience and 
willingness of these men deserve high praise.^'' 

General Walter Kmeger, commanding the Sixth Army stated: 

In the crucial stages of the Luzon Campaign. . . .this support was of 
such a high order that I personally take great pleasure in expressing to every 
officer and enlisted man. . .my appreciation and official commendation for their 
5plendid work. 

Commanders have repeatedly expressed their admiration for the pin-
point precision, the willingness and enthusiastic desire of pilots to fly missions 
from dawn to dusk and the extremely close liaison with the ground troops which 
characterized the operations of the Marine fighter groups. . . J^ 

Perhaps the highest praise came eighteen years later when the Army's official history of 

the Philippine Campaign concluded: 

Ground units that at one time or another had close support from both U.S. 
Army and Marine Corps aviation were virtually unanimous in preferring the 
latter, at least during the early months of the campaign. Later, when Fifth Air 
Force units became more experienced in close ground support activity and began 
to work more closely with ground combat forces, confidence in the Army's air 
arm grew. Nevertheless, the campaign ended with almost all ground units stiU 
hoping for an improved, more effective air-ground liaison system insofar as 
Army air echelons were concerned, and also seeking a method by which to 
establish a closer, more effective working relationship between the Army's 
ground and air units. 

^̂  Quoted in Garand and Stobridge, 354. 

'Mbid.,357. 

79 Robert Ross Smith, Triumph in the Philippines, volume 11 in U.S. Army in 
World War II: The War in the Pacifíc, ed. Stetson Conn (Washington, D.C.: GPO, 1963 
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McCutcheon's close air support system was a success and proved its value in 

combat. One Marine Corps historian wrote, "McCutcheon's plan for controlling close air 

support consfítuted a signifícant contribution to the development of air-ground 

cooperafíon. Had he accomplished nothing else in the Marine Corps, this achievement 

alone would have made him a major fígure."^^ For his efforts in this regard, McCutcheon 

was awarded the first of three Legion of Merit medals he would receive during his career. 

During this period he was also awarded a Silver Star, a Disfínguished Flying Cross. and 

six Air Medals. McCutcheon not only had proven himself to be a gifted military systems 

designer, but also an effective commander and valiant soldier.^' 

During this early period of McCutcheon's life and career, he had sought and 

earned the opportunity to prove himself He effectively used his talents, training, and 

ambition to eam a commission in the Marine Corps and pursue a career in aviation. In the 

end, these served not only himself, but the Corps, well in the creation of a system of close 

air support that allowed Marine pilots to fulfill the potential they always believed they 

possessed to produce combat results in support of the Corps' amphibious mission. 

repr. Washington, D.C.: Center for Military History, United States Army, 1991), 665. 
Emphasis added. 

80 Fails, 107. 

'̂ Citations for all these awards can be found in the Keith Barr McCutcheon 
Biographical File, Historical Reference Section, Marine Corps Historical Center, 
Washington, D.C. 
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Marine aviation, too, had come of age. Evolving from the vision of another \oung 

Marine lieutenant, the organization gained experience and expertise in the decades 

between the World Wars. In doing so, it had prepared itself for the opportunity presented 

by the World War II to prove its value as a part of the nafíon's defense forces. 

McCutcheon's close air support system brought Marine aviafíon full circle and allowed it 

to fulfíll the vision for its future articulated by its first pilot. In the process it eamed the 

confidence of Marine Corps line officers and U.S. Army commanders alike, who counted 

on Marine aviation to provide the support necessary to complete their missions. 

McCutcheon, Marine aviation, and the Marine Corps as a whole had much to be 

proud of as World War II came to a close. Their successes had materially contributed to 

the U.S. victory in the war against Japan. There was no way to foresee that the events of 

6 August 1945 would minimize the Corps' wartime gains and force a serious 

reconsideration of the entire air-ground team concept in the Marine Corps. 

file:///oung


CHAPTER III 

HELICOPTERS: BINDING LINK OF THE AIR-GROUND TEAM 

A military force without helicopters in thefuture will be as obsolete as a 
cart without a horse. They will give to the military a new style ofcavalry 
with the all important characteristics ofmobility, speed, and dispersion. 

Keith Barr McCutcheon, 1951 

The deployment of the "Little Boy" atomic bomb over Hiroshima on 6 August 

1945 changed the face of war. Though military plarmers could not be absolutely certain 

of the impact of nuclear weapons on tactics and doctrine, many came to believe that a 

new era in warfare had begun. For the Marine Corps the implications were ominous. In a 

split second, over a Japanese port city, the warfighting doctrine that was the lifeblood of 

the Corps, the result of thirty years of work and study, apparently had been made obsolete 

just as it had scored its greatest triumph. The Marine Corps found itself having to 

reconsider the viability of its primary mission. 

To be sure, this realization sank in slowly. In order to gather information on the 

threat of nuclear weapons to naval forces, the Navy scheduled a pair of nuclear tests in 

the summer of 1946 collecfívely known as Operation Crossroads. On 29 June the Navy 

collected 200 ships, 150 aircraft, and 42,000 men at Bikini Atoll to evaluate the effects 

of a nuclear blast against a fleet target. Among those present was the commander of Fleet 
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Marine Force, Pacifíc, Major General Roy Stanley Geiger. The two tests destroyed the 

target fleet and rendered the hulks too contaminated to board.' 

Geiger retumed from Bikini and wrote a report that would change the face of the 

Marine Corps. In Geiger's opinion, future amphibious invasions of the kind executed at 

Normandy and Okinawa were out of the question. He firmly believed that to save the 

Marine Corps' primary mission as amphibious warfare specialists, the character of the 

Fleet Marine Force would have to be changed drastically. He envisioned two options: a 

small, highly trained, lightly equipped force, transported by air or submarine, quick 

enough to maximize its advantage in surprise; or, a large, widely dispersed landing force. 

separated to such a degree that it could not be eliminated with a nuclear strike. In either 

case, he believed that to counter the nuclear threat, the Marine Corps must undertake a 

complete re-evaluation of its method of amphibious assault. 

Geiger's report was forwarded to Marine Corps Commandant Alexander Archer 

Vandegrift. Years later Vandegrift related his reaction: 

I refused to share the atomic hysteria famiiiar to some ranking officers. 
The atomic bomb was not yet adapted for tacfícal employment, nor would this 
happen soon. . . .1 did feel obliged to study the problem in all its complexity. For 
if we believed the basic mission of the Marine Corps remained unchanged in the 

' Willock, 314. Roy Geiger entered the Marine Corps as a pilot trainee in 1917. 
had flown with the First Marine Aviation Force in France during the First World War, 
and held numerous signifícant commands including the posts of Director Marine 
Aviation, commander of the CACTUS air force in the Solomons during World War II. 
and ultimately command of the Fleet Marine Force, Pacifíc after the war"s end. 

' Lynn Montross, Cavalrv of the Skv: The Storv of U.S. Marine Combat 
Helicopters (New York: Harper & Brothers, Publishers. 1954). 46-47. 
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atomic age, we knew the conditions surrounding the mission would change and 
change radically.^ 

The introduction of nuclear weapons not only created intemal turmoil for the 

Corps but extemal problems as well. To place in proper context the study of amphibious 

doctrine that consumed the Marine Corps during the 1950's, it is necessary to understand 

the condifíons exisfíng in the post war defense establishment at large. While nuclear 

arms gave Marine Corps planners pause to consider the future shape of landing 

operations, some outside the Corps began to question whether there was a future for 

amphibious warfare at all. The Truman administration's move to cut defense budgets 

after the war, the growing belief that nuclear weapons made conventional warfare 

obsolete, and the war-time success of strategic bombing catapulted the Army Air Forces 

to prominence. These conditions also fueled a movement that began near the end of the 

war to re-examine defense unification and initiated an inter-service battle over resources. 

roles and missions that led some to suggest that the Marine Corps was an anachronism. 

Given this situation, it became imperative that the Corps demonstrate it still had a 

valid mission in the nation's defense stmcture. However, this complicated things for 

Marine planners. During the 1930s the Corps had taken on the role of amphibious 

^ Robert Asprey, Once a Marine: The Memoirs of General A. A. Vandegrift as 
Told to Robert Asprey (New York: W. W. Norton & Company. Inc, 1964). 319-320. 

^ Phillip N. Pierce and Frank 0. Hough, The Compact Historv of the United States 
Marine Coms, (New York: Hawthom Books, Inc, 1960. rev. 1964), 279-280; Millett, 
456-464. For a broader discussion of the issue of defense unifícation see sources cited in 
notes 50 and 52 on pages 34 and 35 of Chapter II of this work. 

55 



specialists precisely for the purpose of defíning for itself a role that would safeguard it 

from charges of redundancy among the nation's military forces. To abandon that role 

meant not only losing its investment in this specialization, but also its defíning 

characteristic The Corps needed to buy time. Through hard lobbying of its supporters 

and Congress, and by capitalizing on the goodwill of the public generated by its World 

War II exploits, the Corps not only managed to stave off eliminafíon but emerged from 

the conflict as the only service to have its force stmcture written into law in the National 

DefenseActof 1947.^ 

Thus, Marine Corps study of the problems complicating amphibious operations in 

the nuclear era began with two major assumptions: that its fundamental mission as an 

amphibious force was valid; and that amphibious tactics and techniques developed prior 

to, and during World War II, must be improved and elaborated if amphibious operations 

were to succeed against an enemy armed with nuclear weapons. With this in mind, 

Vandegrift believed that the Marine Corps" post-war restmcturing should focus on three 

premises: reorganizing the Fleet Marine Force to make it less vulnerable to nuclear attack 

while retaining the ability to attain the concentration of force necessary to dislodge an 

enemy from hostile beach defenses; decreasing the assault force's reaction time or giving 

it a high enough level of preparedness to allow it to deploy within hours; and employing 

nuclear weapons to support amphibious assaults. 

'MiUett, 456-464. 

^ Pierce and Hough, 280-281; Asprey. 320. For a more in-depth examination of 
this issue see Millett, 445-475. 
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Vandegrift gave the assignment of drawing up an initial study of these issues to a 

"Special Board" composed of three of the Marine Corps' best offícers: Major Generals 

Lemuel C. Sheperd, Assistant Commandant of the Marine Corps, Field Harris. Director 

of Marine Corps Aviation, and Oliver P. Smith, Commandant of the Marine Corps 

Schools at Quanfíco. However, much of the actual research for the report was conducted 

by a secretariat composed of Colonel Merrill B. Twining, Colonel Edward C. Dyer, and 

Lieutenant Colonel Clair W. Shisler. These three officers were all instmctors at the 

Marine Corps Schools and worked with colleagues at Quantico to arrive at a preliminar>' 

recommendation, which was delivered to the board and forwarded to General Vandegrift 

in December 1946.^ 

The special board report echoed General Geiger's earlier contention that World 

War II style amphibious assaults were a thing of the past. It concluded that the viability 

of amphibious assault depended on future invasions being executed more quickly, 

without loss of control, flexibility, or concentration of striking power. Given this, the 

delivery of the assault force to the beach in landing craft, they concluded, was an 

obsolete technique vulnerable to atomic counterattack. The board held that dispersion of 

the assault waves was the only way to protect against such an eventuality. The 

possibilifíes of using gliders, airplanes, submarines, or parachute drops to move troops to 

the beach were investigated. All these were rejected due to problems of speed. 

^ Eugene W. Rawlins and William J. Sambito. Marines and Helicopters, 1946-
1962 (Washington, D.C.: History and Museums Division, Headquarters, U.S. Marine 
Corps, 1976), 11-13; Asprey, 320. 
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vulnerability, troop and equipment carrying capacity, or the necessity of prepared landing 

sites. The board fínally recommended that helicopters, which were potentially not subject 

to these restrictions, be developed as soon as possible for use by the Marine Corps, and 

that an experimental helicopter squadron be commissioned to begin testing and 

development.^ 

As a result of the board's report, instmctors and students of the Marine Corps 

Schools began work on what came to be known as the "new concept" amphibious assault. 

Marine Corps historian Robert Heinl explained: 

What the new concept envisaged, in brief, was an assault landing without 
concern for reefs, beaches, beach defenses, and surf; a landing from the air but 
free of the inflexibility, tactical disorder, and disorganization of parachute 
operations; an airbome attack independent of airfields and airheads; a landing 
force that could be launched from ships widely dispersed and under way miles off 
shore.^ 

The work on the "new concept" amphibious assault eventually evolved into a new tactical 

constmct called "vertical envelopment" doctrine. Vertical envelopment envisioned 

imposed a need to develop a tactical and technological system permitting helicopter-

bome assault forces to be launched from aircraft carriers as the initial attack waves in an 

amphibious operation. Such a technique would provide both the dispersion and rapid 

concentration of force necessary to execute amphibious missions against an enemy armed 

^ Robert D. Heinl, Soldiers of the Sea: The United States Marine Corps, 1775-
1962 (Annapolis, Md.: United States Naval Institute Press, 1962), 513. 

'Heinl, 523. 
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with nuclear weapons. Articulafíng the theory was easy, but putting its elements into 

place would take nearly a decade.'^ 

For any of this to happen, however, the key piece of technology in the system had 

to be perfected and combat tested. That piece, the helicopter, was as yet an unproven type 

of aircraft. Developing the helicopter into a viable battlefield weapon would change the 

face of Marine aviation, greatly expanding its role, and altering the organization of the 

Corps as a whole. ft would also come to dominate the future of a highly decorated 

Marine lieutenant colonel recently returned from the Pacifíc Theater, Keith McCutcheon. 

The debate over the future of the Marine Corps and the battle for its survival were 

not the only issues occupying the minds of the battle hardened Marine officers returning 

from the Pacifíc in late 1945 and 1946. While these issues were of major importance, it 

was equally important to make sure that the lessons learned from the last conflict were 

transmitted to the new generation of Marine Corps line offícers and enlisted men. To this 

end, in January 1946, McCutcheon was detailed to duty at the Command and Staff 

School, Marine Corps Schools as an instmctor in the Aviafíon Section." 

McCutcheon likely could not help but be exposed to the flurry of activity 

surrounding the discussions of the Marine Corps' at Quantico. Nonetheless, it would be a 

full four years before he would become an active participant in the process of reshaping 

the Corps for the nuclear battlefíeld. For the time being, his would be a different mission. 

10 Pierce and Hough, 282. 

"Offícer Qualifícation Record: McCutcheon, Keith Barr. 
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For fírst nine months of 1946, McCutcheon related to the incoming classes of the 

Command and Staff School the lessons leamed during the war on employing aviation in 

amphibious operations. He lectured on various topics including the role of aviation in 

landing operafíons, the employment and capabilifíes of radar for detecfíon of aircraft, the 

use of aircraft in base defense, and, of course, close air support. This last topic was an 

area of expertise on which McCutcheon was particularly well qualifíed to speak.'^ 

McCutcheon's tenure at the Command and Staff School did not last long. In 

October 1946, he was given an assignment that put him in the thick of Navy and Marine 

Corps developmental activities. Oddly, however, his initial foray into the post-war 

planning was not within the Marine Corps but with the Navy's Bureau of Aeronautics 

(BuAer) in the Experimental Branch of the Pilotless Aircraft Division as Director of 

Experimental Projects. This division's mission was the supervision of experimental 

projects related to perfecting guided missiles for the Navy. 

'̂  Keith Barr McCutcheon, "Employment of Aviation in an Amphibious 
Operation: Landing and AssauU Phases," "Air Warning Service," "Air Defense of a 
Base." and "Employment of Close Air Support" lectures delivered at the Marine Corps 
Schools, Quanfíco Virginia, 12 June, 24 June, 25 June, and 8 August 1946, all in Folder 
8, Box 4, McCutcheon Papers. 

'̂  Commandant of the Marine Corps to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 8 October 1946, 
Folder 6, Box 2, McCutcheon Papers; Why McCutcheon was transferred to BuAer at this 
time is open to debate. Marine Corps interest in rockets dates back to World War II 
where they were used to help soften beach defenses and to a limited extent in close air 
support. It was reinforced by the establishment of the Marine Detachment at the Nav\ 's 
Pacifíc Missile Test Center in 1948. There is also a hint in McCutcheon's 
correspondence that his graduate work at MIT and connections there may have pla\ ed a 
role. There was also a movement toward joint staff work during and after the war as well 
as the traditional connection between the Navy Bureau of Aeronautics and the Marine 
Corps Division of Aviation. Whatever the reason. the extant record is not explicit. 
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The Navy's interest in guided missiles predated World War II. Its 

experimentafíon with mdimentary missile technology in the form of radio controlled 

aircraft began in the 1920s. These experiments culminated with the successful flight and 

retum of a radio controlled drone in November 1938 and the remotely controlled mock 

attack of an NC-2 drone against the batfíeship Nevada in 1939. During most of this 

period, the Navy's primary interest was the use of remotely controlled aircraft in anti-

aircraft gunnery exercises. Such experiments received the lion's share of the Navy's 

attention to missile development during the war.''̂  

StiU, during the latter stages of World War II, the Navy, under the leadership of 

drone pioneer Captain Delmer S. Fahmey, began to experiment with true missile 

programs. In 1941 Fahmey proposed to BuAer the development and constmction of 

towed glider bombs or GLOMBs as they became known. Other projects soon foUowed. 

The GORGON family of missiles used to test Navy design configurations, propulsion 

systems, guidance controls, and launch techniques between 1943 and 1948. 

GARGOYLE, also begun in 1943, was an attempt to develop an air-to-surface missile to 

meet Navy demands for a missile capable of launch from carrier based aircraft that could 

be deployed before the end of the war. Three other programs of importance were also 

initiated during the war as reactions to foreign missile developments. The LARK and 

LITTLE JOE projects were attempts to counter the threat posed by the Japanese 

'" United States Navy, Davs of Chal enge, Years of Change: A Technical Historv 
of the Pacifíc Missile Test Center (Washington, D.C.: GPO, 1989), 1: Maxwell White. 
An Interprefíve History of the Pacifíc Missile Test Center: The Genesis of Point Muuu. 
1936-1946 (Washington, D.C.: GPO, 1991) 2-6, 27 
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kamikazes and baka bombs (described creafívely by one historian as missiles, "guided by 

the most sophisfícated compufíng mechanism known, the Mark I, Model 0 human 

brain."). The havoc wreaked by the human piloted missiles at Okinawa and Iwo Jima 

underscored the need for ship-launched air-defense missiles in the Navy. The LOON 

project came about as an attempt to develop a surface-to-surface missile capitalizing on 

what was being leamed in Europe about German V-1 technology. 15 

As the war came to a close, the Navy made an effort to reorganize and consolidate 

its missile development program. First, there was a shift in emphasis from drones which 

caused a modifícation in development priorifíes from work on what were essentially 

converted aircraft which could be fíown from airfíelds, to "real" or non-pilotable missiles. 

Work on these required larger testing ranges and extensive extemal instmmentation and 

forced the Navy to consider creafíng a base like the Germany's Peenemunde facility. 

This idea was eventually developed into the Pacific Missile Test Center at Point Mugu, 

Califomia. Second, Navy personnel from the Special Weapons Tactical Test and 

Evaluation Unit, the Naval Engineering Experiment Station, the Naval Air Modification 

Unit, and the Bureau of Aeronautics were combined to form the Pilotless Aircraft Unit. 

This unit was responsible for testing and development of missiles, and relocated to Point 

Mugu. To support these two entities, Captain Fahmey reorganized BuAer"s Special 

Design Branch into the Pilotless Aircraft Division. The new organization, in turn, had 

'̂  White, 27-50; Michael T. Isenberg, Shield of the Republic: The United States 
Navy in an Era of Cold War and Violent Peace, 1945-1962 (New York: St. Martin's 
Press, 1993), 368-369. 
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four sub-units, the Surface-Launched Branch, the Air-Launched Branch, the Target Drone 

Branch and the Experimental Branch. All of these changes were in place by the 

beginning of October 1946. On the fírst of that month the Point Mugu facility opened. 

One week later Keith McCutcheon reported to Washington as the deputy commander of 

the Experimental Branch of the Pilofíess Aircraft Division at BuAer.'^ 

His engineering background prepared him well for the assignment, capitalizing 

both on his education in management engineering and the work he had done on the 

aeronautics and propulsion systems of high speed aircraft at M.I.T. Over the ensuing 

three years, McCutcheon found that being the Director of Experimental Projects for the 

Pilotless Aircraft Division of BuAer made him a man of many hats. His administrative 

duties extended to all phases of project management. These included responsibility for 

hiring civilian scientists, oversight of facility constmction, acting as liaison between the 

division, manufacturing firms, and university development laboratories, keeping abreast 

of the latest technological breakthroughs in the field, monitoring the development of 

various weapons, addressing inquiries about the program from civilian and militar>' 

personnel, answering the inquiries of inventors outside the program, and the inevitable 

budgeting and allocation of division resources. 

'̂  White, 51-62; Commandant of the Marine Corps to McCutcheon, 8 October 
1946. 

'^Correspondence related to and demonstrating the extent of his numerous 
acfívifíes as Director of the Experimental Branch. Pilotless Aircraft Division, Bureau oí^ 
Aeronaufícs can be found in Folder 9, Box 4, McCutcheon Papers. 
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At the fíme that McCutcheon joined the Pilofíess Aircraft Division, guided missile 

technology was barely out of its infancy. Despite German advances in rocketry during 

World War II, much remained to be leamed. Historian Clayton Koppes in his history of 

the Jet Propulsion Laboratory described the situation: 

In the wake of the technological strides of World War II, some imagined 
that push-button, split-second warfare had arrived. Most military men and their 
scientifíc advisers recognized, however, that years of basic research would be 
necessary before advanced weapons, such as guided missiles, would qualify as 
off-the-shelf items. During the war, development had proceeded rapidly. 
Although a particular thing might work, its underlying principles were often 
poorly understood; moreover, altemafíves were seldom fully investigated because 
of the demand to produce something that worked and produce it quickly. In 1946 
to 1947 JPL thus reoriented its research program toward more fundamental 
studies.'^ 

The Experimental Projects Branch of the Pilotless Aircraft Division was doing the 

same. One of the greatest problems facing those developing missiles for the navy was 

dispelling the myths that had grown up around these weapons. Many were aware of the 

havoc German V-weapons caused in the latter stages of World War II. However, there 

was much misinformation surrounding these weapons as well. During his tenure with the 

Pilofíess Aircraft Division, McCutcheon wrote two articles for the Marine Corps Gazette 

aimed at setting the record straight and stimulating thought about what realisticalh' could 

be expected from current missile technology. Both offer a revealing glimpse into the 

state of the art and work of the division during McCutcheon's tenure.' 

" Clayton Koppes, JPL and the American Space Program: A History of the Jet 
Propulsion Laboratory, (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1982), 38. 
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In June 1947 the Gazette published the fírst segment of a two part article by 

McCutcheon tifíed "The ABC's of Guided Missiles." In this set of articles he attempted 

to provide a realisfíc picture of missile development in the Navy, address some of the 

current challenges vexing missile design, and discuss the impact of these issues on 

battlefíeld applicafíon. In so doing he tried to correct some of the misinformation and 

provide his readers with a more complete picture of the current problems in missile 

design. 

To provide perspecfíve for his discussion, McCutcheon began with an outline of 

German advances. He noted the progress made by the Germans since the 1920s, 

specifícally menfíoning their work on jet and rocket propulsion, and the damage 

wrought by these weapons against British targets. Nonetheless, he stated, German 

technology sfíU left certain problems unresolved. The most serious of these was post-

launch guidance control, which made these missiles both predictable and only marginally 

accurate. This was because the course of German missiles was set prior to launch and 

could not be altered after. In the V-1, particulariy, this was a problem because the relative 

slowness of the jet propelled missile, combined with a pre-set fíight path, made it 

possible for British aircraft to predict a course and react with enough time to vector 

aircraft to destroy them. This problem was solved in part by the greater velocity of the 

rocket driven V-2 which covered similar distances nearly nine times faster. However. 

'̂  Keith Barr McCutcheon, "The ABC's of Guided Missiles," Marine Corps 
Gazette 31 (June 1947): 10-16 and 31 (July 1947): 23-27; Keith Barr McCutcheon, 
"Signposts of the Future," Marine Corps Gazette, 35, (March 1951): 26-31. 
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transonic problems in aerodynamics made these missiles only accurate to within 10% of 

their range. This meant up to a twenty mile margin of error at the target site which 

against all but the largest cities was unacceptable.^^ 

Thus, current design efforts were focused at attaining "maximum effíciency." 

This could be defíned as a balance of the factors that made the missile more desirable 

than currently available battlefíeld weapons. Key among these factors were range. 

accuracy, destructiveness, and rate of fíre. The design characterisfícs that impacted these 

factors were propulsion, aerodynamics, guidance, armament, and launch method. The 

relafíonship between these as they impacted missile design could be expressed as follows. 

Range was primarily a funcfíon of propulsion and aerodynamics, accuracy of guidance, 

destrucfíveness of armament, and rate of fíre of launch method. Underdevelopment in 

any one of these areas had to be made up in the others to maintain maximum effíciency. 

Design problems, centered n the trade-offs among these concems. For instance, problems 

of accuracy could be compensated for by higher rates of fire and greater destmctiveness 

0 1 

wrought by advances in armament or launching mechanisms. 

In 1947 a number of technological answers for these problems were being put 

forth. Means of propulsion included turbojets, ramjets, pulsejets, and rockets. Improved 

in-flight accuracy was being developed through the use of radar, radio, loran, heat, light. 

'' McCutcheon, "ABC's of Guided Missiles" part 1. Michael J. Neufeld's book 
The Rocket and the Reich: Peenemunde and the Coming of the Ballistic Missile Era 
(New York: The Free Press, 1995) largely confírms McCutcheon's statements on the state 
of German missile development during the war. See pages 94-109, 272-275. 

" McCutcheon, "ABC's of Guided Missiles.'^ part 2. 
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sound, television, magnetic waves, and gravitation. Experimentation in aerodynamics 

was primarily being focused on transonic and supersonic flight. These tests were focused 

on vehicle dimension, type, and placement of control surfaces. For launch mechanisms 

various types of platforms, ramps, rails, and catapults were being developed. Questions 

of armament were being addressed by experimentation with shaped charges and nuclear 

warheads. Major tests of the LARK, LOON, GORGON, and REGULUS missiles 

represented refmements in experimentafíon along these lines. However, it should be 

noted that by the end of McCutcheon's tenure at the Pilotless Aircraft Division, the Navy 

had not found totally satisfactory solutions to these problems. Though each of these 

projects yielded major gains in understanding missile design, the Navy's own records 

show that its most highly developed vehicle, the LOON, stiU had a better than 50% 

failure rate as late as June 1948 and was only marginally improved by the spring of 

1949.̂ ^ 

It was, perhaps, these observations that prompted McCutcheon to write a second 

article on missiles published in the Marine Corps Gazette in 1951. Here, McCutcheon 

argued that for the foreseeable fíature, despite advances, the idea of pure "push-button" 

warfare was economically unfeasible. Missiles in their current state of development were 

not an economically sound altemative to strategic bombers. The article hinted that 

-- Ibid.; DavsofChallenge, 24; Koppes describes a similar situafíon during this 
period in the development of Army guided missiles. See pages 34-42 
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despite the claims of missile enthusiasts, the tried and tme methods of warfare employed 

during the Worid War II were not yet obsolete.^^ 

Command of the Pilotless Aircraft Division was not the only new challenge 

McCutcheon took on during this period of his career. Approximately a year after 

reporting for that assignment, he also took on the challenges of marriage and fatherhood. 

On 18 October 1947, McCutcheon married a girl from his home town of East Liverpool, 

Ohio, Marion Postles Thompson. Marion was the daughter of Josiah Donald Thompson 

and Marion Grantley Posfíes Thompson. Her father had made his mark in East 

Liverpool's famed pottery industry. The couple was married by a local minister, 

Reverend Andrew I. Keener. Two years later, on 25 November 1949, the couple"s first 

child, Marion Louise, was bom at Bethesda Naval Hospital. The couple would have one 

more child, a son, Keith, Jr. in 1955.̂ "̂  

McCutcheon did not remain with the Pilotless Aircraft Division long enough to 

see through to complefíon any of the programs then under way. During the last nine 

months of his tenure there he had additional duty as Marine Corps liaison to the White 

House. It was his first command staff assignment. This aspect of his career was further 

developed when he was relieved from duty at the Bureau of Aeronautics in December 

^^McCutcheon, "Signposts of the Future." 

-̂  Marriage Record of Keith Barr McCutcheon and Marion Postles Thompson and 
Birth Certifícates of Marion Louise McCutcheon and Keith Barr McCutcheon, Jr, 
photocopies in Folder 7, Box 10, McCutcheon Papers; Frank Dawson, East Liverpool 
High School Alumni Associafíon, interview by the author, 19 August 1998, Lubbock, 
Texas, notes of telephone interview, Author's collection, Lubbock, Texas. 
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1949 and, after a short leave, reported to the Armed Forces Staff College at Norfolk, 

Virginia. Here, McCutcheon and his classmates received instmction in the latest 

developments in joint-service operations. Upon complefíon of this school, McCutcheon 

retumed to the mainstream of the Marine Corps in July 1950, where, as commander of the 

experimental helicopter squadron, HMX-1, he would begin to make a reputation as one of 

the Corps' fínest officers.^^ 

Attempts to develop a flying machine with vertical take-off and landing 

capabilities are nearly as old as manned flight. In November 1907. a Frenchman, Paul 

Comu, made one of the first recorded rotary-wing flights in his twin rotored "flying 

bicycle." The contraption was uncontrollable in the air but the experiment identified the 

basic problem to overcome in rotorcraft development. Torque generated by the rotor 

blades tends to cause the fuselage of the helicopter to rotate. The resultant loss of energy 

causes a degeneration in lift and makes forward flight impossible. Thus, neutralization of 

the effects of rotor torque became the central design concem for helicopter inventors.^^ 

The goal of vertical flight was further advanced with the invention of the autogyro 

by Juan Del la Cieva. De la Cieva added to his craft hinged rotor blades which balanced 

the lift between the forward and rear blades as they turned through their arcs. Though the 

'' Offícer Qualifícafíon Record, Keith Barr McCutcheon. 

26 James W. Braidin, From Hot Air to Hellfíre: The Histor\- of Armv Attack 
Aviation (Novato, Calif: Presidio Press, 1994). 57. 
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autogyro represented a major breakthrough in helicopter engineering, it left unsolved the 

problems generated by rotor torque.^^ 

This obstacle was eventually overcome in 1909 by the Russian aircraft pioneer, 

Igor Sikorsky. Sikorsky designed a helicopter with twin counter-rotating rotors. His fírst 

rotorcraft could not carry a load, but it represented the fírst useful breakthrough to 

designing a tme helicopter. Worid War I forced a halt in Sikorsky's work As a result of 

the Bolshevik Revolution, he fled Russia in 1918 and in 1919 arrived in the United 

States. Four years later he formed Sikorsky Aero Engineering Corporation and resumed 

his quest to develop a practical helicopter. 

During the early 1930s, the Marine Corps became interested in the potential of 

rotorcraft and vertical flight. Near the close of the Nicaraguan intervention, in 1932, the 

Marines in Managua received one of the three Pitcarin autogyros purchased by the Navy 

for evaluation purposes. Though the autogyro could take off and land in smaller spaces 

than conventional aircraft, Marine pilots found it difficult to control. Furthermore, it 

could only carry a fifty pound payload. As a result, the evaluation reports on the craft 

concluded that it would be of little value to the expeditionary operations of the Corps." 

'' Ibid. 

-Mbid., 58. 

-̂  Cosmas and Johnson, 78, 
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In 1939, Sikorsky built and flew the first pracfícal helicopter in the Westem 

Hemisphere, the VS-300.^° Recognizing the potenfíal of Sikorsky's invenfíon, the Army 

awarded Vought-Sikorsky a contract for experimental development. Soon the other 

services were showing interest and other designers began to experiment with helicopter 

designs, among them Frank N. Piasecki and Larry D. Bell. Together, this trio of 

designers would exert a great influence on the Marine Corps development of rotary-wing 

aircraft. Throughout World War II the various military branches continued to experiment 

with helicopters. Though each viewed these new aircraft as meefíng with the potential for 

meeting certain needs in field operations, the post-war Marine Corps, faced with the 

challenges which atomic weapons posed to its institutional survival, chose to gamble its 

future on this new and largely untried technology. The decision put the Corps in the 

forefront of helicopter development, gave birth to a unique doctrinal approach to 

warfighing, and provided the Marine Corps with a secure future in the nation's defense 

establishment. 

While McCutcheon was helping the Navy to develop guided missiles, the Marine 

Corps gave serious attention to the development of helicopters and the "new concept" 

amphibious assault. Following the recommendation of the special board, the Marine 

°̂ Rawlins and Sambito note in their work on Marine helicopters that the fírst 
practical helicopter in the worid was flown in Germany in 1937. See Rawlins and 
Sambito, 1. Note. 

" Rawlins and Sambito, 1-8; Bradin, 57-79. 
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Corps, in December 1947, established an experimental helicopter squadron, HMX-l."" 

In commissioning the squadron, the Commandant of the Marine Corps assigned it two 

missions: development of techniques and tacfícs in connecfíon with the movement of 

assault troops in amphibious operations, and evaluafíon of a small helicopter for use b\ 

observation squadrons for gunfire spotting, observation, and liaison missions. In carrying 

out these missions, HMX-1 was to: develop a doctrine for aviation tacfícs and techniques 

for employment of helicopters in amphibious operations; assist the Marine Corps Schools 

in the development of a doctrine covering the tactics and techniques of the employment 

of helicopters in amphibious operations; study the operations and maintenance of 

assigned aircraft; develop the flight proficiency of pilots and crewmen; develop and 

maintain the technical proficiency of mechanics; and submit recommendations for table 

of organization equipment allowances, and related data for future helicopter squadrons. 

To facilitate this, the squadron was located at Quantico, which was near the Sikorsky and 

Piasecki helicopter factories, next-door to the Marine Corps schools. and far enough from 

'- Rawlins and Sambito point out that the proper name of the squadron is Marine 
Helicopter Squadron 1 (which is how it appears on the command chronologies of the 
unit) and that authors have often incorrectly called it as Marine Experimental Helicopter 
Squadron One or Marine Developmental Helicopter Squadron One. While it is true the 
squadron had other missions (the public is probably most familiar with the squadron for 
providing helicopter transport for the President of the United States). clearly the primary 
mission of the unit in this period, even as described by Rawlins and Sambito, was 
helicopter development and experimentation. In fact, in the naval vernacular of the time, 
the HMX-1 designation literally meant Marine Corps Experimental Squadron 1. It is 
hoped that purists will indulge the liberty taken here and throughout the te\t in describini: 
HMX-1 as an experimental/developmental squadron. 
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Fleet Marine Force operafíons at Camp Lejeune, North Carolina, to allow its work to 

remain experimental rather than operational.^^ 

The commander of the Marine Air Stafíon at Quantico, Colonel Clayton C. 

Jerome, stated that the squadron would have the pick of flight personnel. The fírst 

commander HMX-1 was Colonel Edward C. Dyer who had recently completed service on 

the secretariat of the special board. He spent the next several months recmiting and 

training personnel and acquiring aircraft for the squadron. By May 1948 he had twelve 

offícers and thirty-two enlisted men in place, equipped with a total of fíve Sikorsky 

H03S-1 helicopters. Despite these limited resources, the squadron was deemed ready to 

take part in its first major combat exercise, Operation Packard 11.̂ "* 

HMX-l's job in Packard II was to simulate landing a regimental landing team by 

helicopter from aircraft carriers at sea. During the operation, the squadron acted out 108 

carrier landings and take-offs and flew sixty-six men and a large amount of 

communications equipment to the landing site, making thirty-five round trips in a little 

over twenty-eight hours. This feat was all the more impressive in that it was 

accomplished in helicopters capable of lifting only two combat equipped Marines and a 

maximum load of 1,180 pounds including pilot, fuel, and payload. ' 

" Rawlins and Sambito, 19-21, 

'' Ibid., 24. 

'' Ibid., 24; Montross, 87. 
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Despite the success of the squadron's fírst large-scale combat simulation, the most 

obvious lesson leamed was that wide-spread employment of helicopters in amphibious 

assault hinged on the ability to develop larger aircraft. The operation report emphasized 

the urgent need to acquire a helicopter capable of transporting at least eight passengers. It 

concluded that carrier-based assaults were feasible, but noted that despite the successes of 

Packard II, much work remained to make the concept a working reality in the fleet.^^ 

One of the results of Packard II was that the information gathered about helicopter 

operafíons eventually became the basis of the Corps' first doctrinal statement on the 

subject. In November 1948, the Marine Corps Schools produced its first manual for 

instmction in helicopter operations~"Amphibious Operations—Employment of 

Helicopters"~more commonly known as Phib-31 because it was the thirty-fírst in a series 

of manuals the schools developed to teach amphibious war concepts in the post-war era. 

Phib-31 did not challenge any of the central tenets of amphibious doctrine laid down by 

the Marine Corps in the 1930s but did provide up to date information on what 

could be expected by adding helicopters to the mix. The fact that the equipment and 

organization necessary to translate these expectations into reality did not exist, did not 

'̂  Rawlins and Sambito, 25. 

^̂  The Amphibious Operations series was a massive undertaking to consolidate the 
Marine Corps experience in World War II and informafíon regarding modem techniques 
and technology into a series of instmctional manuals for training Marines in the post-\\ ar 
era. They provide interesting insight into the insfítutional thinking of the Marine Corps at 
the time. Many, like Phib-31, advocated training and education in amphibious concepts 
that were not yet technologically feasible. The working drafts of these manuals as well as 
the comments fíle can be found in the Historical Amphibious Files of the Archi\'es 
Branch, Marine Corps Research Center, Quantico Marine Base, Quantico, Va. 
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stop the manual's authors from outlining prospects that the Corps would spend a decade 

refíning. This willingness to examine possibilifíes rather than capabilities pushed the 

Marines out in front of the other services in helicopter development during this period. It 

remained to convert these ideas into battlefíeld techniques and tacfícs.^^ 

On 30 June 1949, Colonel Dyer was relieved as commander of HMX-1 by 

Lieutenant Colonel John Carey. The central problem Carey would face during his year-

long tour of duty as squadron commander was stagnation. This was less a result of his 

command ability than the fact that Marine Corps planning fínally overtook technological 

development. HMX-1 had proven the possibilifíes of the helicopter and had 

experimented with some techniques of employing it in Marine operations. This resulted 

in a commitment by the Corps to develop the helicopter for future amphibious assaults. 

However, Carey lacked trained pilots and solid guidance on whether he was to confíne 

helicopter experiments to what could be done with current technology or try to anticipate 

the capabilities of helicopters expected to be in production by mid-decade.^^ 

To answer these questions, the "Board to Study and Submit Recommendations on 

a Transport Helicopter Program for the Marine Corps" was formed. Composed of 

Lieutenant Colonels George S. Bowman, Jr., James B. Moore, Paul E. Becker, and 

Majors Jack R. Moore and Russell R. Riley, the board was charged with evaluating the 

helicopter models expected to be procurable in 1952-53 against Marine Corps 

'' Clifford, 74-77. 

''Montross, 101-102 
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transportation needs and recommend the best choice for acquisifíon. On 14 October 

1949, the board forwarded its report to the Commandant of the Marine Corps, General 

Clifton B. Cates. The report contained two basic conclusions and made two 

recommendations. It concluded that acquiring any other helicopter currently in 

production offered no significant improvement in capability over those now in the 

inventory. It also reported that the XH-16 helicopter, then under development by 

Piasecki, and, the only one being designed that met the required payload capacity desired 

by the Marine Corps, probably would be too large for use aboard aircraft carriers. 

Therefore, the board suggested that the Commandant establish a minimum guideline for 

development of a helicopter suitable to Marine Corps needs. It further recommended 

design specifications stipulating a range of 250 nautical miles, a payload of 3,000 to 

3,500 pounds, a capacity of thirteen to fifteen combat equipped troops and two pilots, and 

the ability to be stowed and moved about the hangar deck of an escort class aircraft 

carrier. The board also suggested that General Cates order HMX-1 to prepare and submit 

a tentative table of organization and equipment (or TO/E) for an Assault Transport 

Squadron to be deployed by 1952 or 1953. 

Although General Cates' acceptance of the report cleared the way for HMX-1 to 

resume serious planning and training, the squadron was plagued with aircraft problems. 

Mechanical diffículties at the Cleveland Air Race in October 1949 grounded the unit's 

Sikorsky helos for a month. The crash of a Piasecki craft at Pensacola grounded the rest 

40 Ibid., 102-103 
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of the squadron's helicopters the following month. It was not until after the fírst of the 

year that HMX-1 was flilly ready to resume operations. Over the next six months, the 

squadron began to get its experimental programs back on track, but results during Colonel 

Carey's tenure of command proved disappoinfíng." '̂ 

New life was breathed into HMX-1 on 1 July 1950 when Lieutenant Colonel 

Keith McCutcheon, recenfíy retumed from the Armed Forces Staff College, reported to 

Quantico as the new commanding officer. McCutcheon was not even a qualified 

helicopter pilot at the time. However, his enthusiasm and drive made its mark upon the 

unit almost immediately. Soon, it not only expanded training and experimentation 

programs, but by the end of McCutcheon's tenure, had begun to work out mdimentary 

doctrines for helicopter operations and prepare Marine helicopter units for their first 

combat test in Korea. 

McCutcheon officially relieved Carey of command on 10 July 1950. He spent the 

next two weeks settling in. On the 24th, he left Quantico for a period of temporary duty 

with Navy Helicopter Squadron 2 (HU-2) at the Naval Air Station, Lakehurst, New 

Jersey, where he trained and became qualified as a helicopter pilot He soloed in one 

week and completed the course two weeks after that, faster than any pilot to date. In a 

speech made in September 1950, McCutcheon described the experience and contrasted it 

41 Ibid., 103-105. 

-̂ Keith Barr McCutcheon, "Marine Helicopter Squadron One Historical Report 
for the Period 1 July 1950 to 31 December 1950,'" HMX-1 File, Historical Reference 
Section, Marine Corps Historical Center, Washington, D.C. 
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with others in his flying career: 

The 15th of July 1940 was a big day for me. I received my designation as 
a Naval Aviator from Rear Admiral A. C. Read, one of the crew of the old NC-4, 
I was a pilot! 

There have been other days of course: my first hop, the solo, the fírst 
takeoff in a fíghter, catapults, instmments, etc, and there have been other days 
since: the fírst carrier landing, combat, GCA for record, and so on. But the fírst 
day of August 1950 was perhaps the greatest of all. I made a solo flight in a 
helicopter. Almost ten years to the day from the fíme I was designated a pilot 
heavier-than-air fixed wing aircraft I was checked out in a rotary wing. My wings 
of gold were thawed!'̂ "̂  

In this same speech, McCutcheon related some of his early impressions about 

helicopter flight. He described the experience of taxiing'̂ '* a helicopter as a combination 

of riding a horse and steering one of the "Dodge "em" cars at an amusement park. To 

carry the analogy further, he suggested that one's first fíight in a helicopter with the doors 

off might well bring to mind a rollercoaster ride, during which one would probably 

frequently check the seatbelt and lean in to be reassured that one was not going to fall out. 

He also contrasted piloting helicopters and airplanes noting that the former required 

constant attention and both hands to fly and quipping that being Siamese twins or an 

*̂̂  McCutcheon, "My Wings are Thawed," 2. The expression "My wings of gold 
were thawed" refers to an apparent tradition among helicopter pilots of the time of 
referring to fixed wing aircraft as 'frozen wings." 

"" Most of the helicopters in the Marine Corps inventory during this period had 
wheels for landing gear rather than the more familiar skids on many modern helicopters. 
(Only the squadron's Bell HTL-4 helicopters were equipped with skids at this point.). 
Due to the limited number of helicopters, the relative inexperience of the eariy pilots and 
crews, and for safety reasons, it was standard practice to taxi helicopters around airfíelds 
and perform short take offs from runways rather than perform \ ertical takeoffs. 
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octopus might offset some of the problems; and that not being a chain smoker was a 

positive advantage for a rotary wing pilot."̂ ^ 

McCutcheon's enthusiasm for helicopters, however, stemmed from the 

possibilities resulfíng from their unique flight capabilities. He explained that the 

outstanding characteristic of the helicopter was its capacity to hover. This quality made it 

possible to move immediately in any direction along all three axes and to take off and 

land in areas inaccessible to convenfíonal aircraft. This ability, he said, used intelligenth, 

would make helicopters a useful means of transport."^^ 

To McCutcheon, the mission of HMX-1 was to explore and exploit this potential. 

Upon his retum to the squadron, the unit began to do just that. Over the next year and a 

half, HMX-1 conducted experiments and pioneered techniques that would permit the 

deployment of a Marine helicopter transport squadron to combat in Korea a full two years 

ahead of the schedule set by the Commandant of the Marine Corps in 1949. 

One of the first of these tests took place in late August 1950. McCutcheon and his 

men inherited from his predecessor an experiment to determine the possibility of firing 

rockets from a helicopter. A bazooka was attached to the right skid of a Bell HTL-4 

helicopter. Tests were done to ensure that the blast created by firing the weapon would 

clear all parts of the aircraft. On 29 August a 3.5 inch bazooka was fíred successfull>. 

The experiment proved that using this kind of weapon confíguration on a helicopter was a 

^^ McCutcheon, "My Wings are Thawed," 7. 

^Mbid., 1,2.4. 
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legifímate possibility. Follow-up experiments were planned but other priorities prevented 

further tesfíng of the concept during the year."̂ ^ 

In October, a trial along similar lines was conducted to test the feasibility of 

bombing targets from helicopters. Engineers buih a platform at the Edgewood Arsenal in 

Maryland on which a helicopter could land. The bomb was attached by means of special 

brackets improvised by the squadron and attached to the bottom of an HRP-1 model 

helicopter. These allowed the bomb to be lowered on cables once it reached altitude. On 

6 October 1950, McCutcheon's executive officer, Lieutenant Colonel George W. Herring, 

made three successful flight tests dropping bombs from an altitude of 8,000 feet. These 

experiments were continued and expanded to test the possibility of bombing both fixed 

and floating targets in January of the foUowing year. 

The squadron continued its experimental work into 1951 in a less dramatic, 

though no less important manner. It tested gadgets for the Marine Corps Equipment 

Board designed to improve navigation in close air support operations and pallets for 

carrying equipment which would allow helicopters to be used for logistical support in the 

field. The squadron also began work with night and instmment flying. It conducted more 

mundane experiments as well. For instance, it tried to determine the best method of 

reducing the fouling of spark plugs in helicopter engines, experimented with aerial 

"•̂ Keith Barr McCutcheon, "Marine Helicopter Squadron One Historical Report 
for the Period 1 July to 31 December 1950, 4. 

^^ Ibid., 9. Keith Barr McCutcheon, "Marine Helicopter Squadron 1 Historical 
Report, January to June 1951" HMX-1 File, Historical Reference Section, Marine Corps 
Historical Center, Washington, D.C.. 3. 
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photography and cinematography, and practiced lifting jeeps to test the feasibility of 

using helicopters like cranes to lift equipment over impassable obstacles."^^ 

During October 1950, in addifíon to its experimental work, the Chief of Naval 

Operafíons also authorized HMX-1 to begin training helicopter pilots. This decision was 

driven by the outbreak of the Korean Conflict in July 1950. Prior to this, all Navy and 

Marine Corps helicopter pilots had been trained at the Naval Air Station, Lakehurst, New 

Jersey. HMX-l's first class of ten officers began inNovember and received their 

designations as helicopter pilots three weeks later. By the end of the year, twenty pilots 

had eamed their qualifications as helicopter pilots.^^ 

The expansion of training coincided with a decision to enlarge the Marine Corps 

helicopter program as a whole. Just before McCutcheon took command of the squadron 

in July 1950, HMX-1 detailed eight officers and four helicopters to the Marine Corps Air 

Station, El Toro, Califomia. This contingent, combined with the persormel of an existing 

fixed-wing observation squadron, formed the first composite aviation squadron in the 

Marine Corps, Marine Observation Squadron 6 (VMO-6). Shortly thereafter, the unit 

was deployed to the Far East. This move proved fortuitous, for just as the squadron 

arrived in Japan, hostilities broke out on the Korean peninsula. The First Provisional 

'̂̂  Keith Barr McCutcheon, "Marine Helicopter Squadron 1 Historical Report. Jul> 
to December 1951,'' HMX-1 File, Historical Reference Secfíon, Marine Corps Historical 
Center, Washington, D.C., 3, 11, 14, 17, 24. 29. 

50 Ibid., 8, 15,21. 



Brigade along with VMO-6 were assigned to reinforce U.S. Army, South Korean, and 

United Nafíons troops holding the Pusan Perimeter.^' 

The helicopters of VMO-6 saw immediate acfíon. They were employed in a 

number of tasks which included liaison flights, reconnaissance, evacuation of wounded, 

aerial rescue, observafíon, posfíng pickets, small-scale aerial re-supply missions. and 

command and control flights. These last proved extremely valuable in the terrain where 

the Marines found themselves deployed. Helicopters made it possible for the brigade's 

commander to quickly and easily move among his scattered units and personally direct a 

rapidly developing combat situation that otherwise would have been impossible with 

normal modes of overland and aerial transport. VMO-6's helicopters proved so 

successful in combat, that many up the command chain, including the brigade 

commander Brigadier General Edward A. Craig, Director of Marine Aviation Brigadier 

General Clayton C. Jerome, Fleet Marine Force-Pacific Commander and future Marine 

Corps Commandant Lieutenant General Lemuel C. Sheperd, and Commandant of the 

Marine Corps General Clifton B. Cates became converts to belief in the necessity of 

52 

expanding the Marine helicopter program. 

The first order of business in this expansion was to procure larger helicopters in 

greater numbers as none of those currently in the inventory was truly suited to the 

purposes of the Corps. Next, tactics and techniques for large scale combat employment 

'' Rawlins and Sambito, 42 

-̂ Rawlins and Sambito, 43. 

82 



of helicopters had to be tested. Then, helicopter transport squadrons had to be formed 

and trained. Finally, these squadrons had to be deployed to Korea as soon as possible to 

maximize the benefít of the laboratory presented by the conflict to test helicopter 

durability and capabilifíes under combat conditions. While Headquarters, Marine Corps 

busied itself with trying to provide enough aircraft, much of the rest of the gmnt work 

involved in this expansion fell to Keith McCutcheon and HMX-1. 

During September and October of 1950, the squadron began detailed planning for 

the expansion of the helicopter program. Headquarters, Marine Corps and HMX'^ 

drafted a plan which was approved in late October. It first called for organization of 

training programs to expand the number of helicopter pilots available to the Corps. This 

was to be foUowed by the squadron's production of a tentative doctrine for the 

employment of helicopters in amphibious operations. The goal of all of this was the 

creation and deployment of the Marine Corps' first helicopter transport squadron (HMR). 

Formation of such a unit Marine planners were convinced was the essential vehicle for 

adapting use helicopters to amphibious operations.^ 

In October, as the expanded helicopter pilot training program was taking shape, 

McCutcheon drafted a tentafíve doctrinal statement titled "Employment of Helicopters in 

the Marine Corps." In contrast to earlier publications, McCutcheon intended that this 

work be practical, rather than theoretical, in discussing the employment of helicopters in 

" The designations HMX and HMX-1 are used inter-changeably in the vernacular 
of the Marine Corps since only one squadron has ever bome this designation. 

-' McCutcheon, "HMX-1 History, June-December, 1950,"' 7-8. 
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combat. His purposes in wrifíng the paper were three-fold: to provide guidance to staff 

offícers who might fínd themselves participating in the planning of helicopter operafíons: 

to point out the many angles and ramifícafíons of employing helicopters in amphibious 

operations; and to stimulate the objective debate and thinking regarding helicopter 

employment which he felt had been lacking in the Marine Corps up to that fíme."-

He offered insights into what could be expected of the helicopter in military 

service and some of the limitafíons of current models. McCutcheon explained that 

helicopters, because of their ability to hover, could be employed much more broadly than 

traditional fíxed-wing craft. This capability allowed for operation in places where large 

open areas or prepared airfields did not exist. For this same reason, operating from a 

variety of naval vessels posed no serious problem in developing missions for helicopters. 

He also made note of the fact that helicopters could function at night without serious 

hindrance, and in adverse weather conditions better than most combat aircraft. They v\ ere 

also more maneuverable in that they could fly in any direction along three axes. including 

sideward, reverse, and vertical. 

However, he pointed out that all of the impressive characteristics of helicopters 

were influenced by situafíonal variables such as temperature, air pressure. humidit\. 

"Keith B. McCutcheon, '"Employment of Helicopters in the Marine Corps,"' draft 
copy in File 7, Box 7, McCutcheon Papers. This fínal point is particulariy relevant as 
McCutcheon would complain privately over the next several years that what held up the 
development of the helicopter program in the Corps was lack of practical planning. 
McCutcheon's fmstration will be more fully developed later in this narrative. 

56 Ibid., 7-8. 
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weight and altitude. This, perhaps, was more signifícant with helicopters than other 

aircraft. Nowhere was the impact of such variables greater than on the one operational 

aspect of helicopters of most interest to the Marines; payload. Understanding that 

payload was a variable and not a fíxed quanfíty was essential for effective planning of an\ 

operafíon using helicopters in a transport role.̂ ^ 

The helicopter also had other limitafíons. One of the biggest, according to 

McCutcheon, was maintenance. This stemmed from a lack of spare parts and current 

design complexities. Other problems included the inability to fly on instmments and the 

fact that flying helos was taxing on its pilot and generated inordinate fatigue. 

Helicopters also were expensive, costing nearly as much as conventional fixed-wing 

aircraft per unit of payload. Also of concem for combat operations was the fact that 

helicopters were slow, usually unarmed, and unarmored. Greater protection in combat 

co 

necessarily resulted in greater limits on payload and speed. 

These considerations notwithstanding, McCutcheon saw great potential for 

helicopters in combat. He listed no fewer than twenty missions for which he thought 

them particularly well suited. Among these were: troop transport, aerial re-supply. 

evacuation of wounded, rescue, reconnaissance, mapping. wire laying, insecticide 

spraying and radiation surveys. He also believed they could be particularly effecti\ e in 

"Ibid.,5-6. 

^%id., 8-9. 
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expanding a commander's radius of command and control. Almost all these missions 

listed were being developed and tested in Korea or by HMX-1 at Quantico.^^ 

With these fundamental precepts in mind, McCutcheon expounded on what he 

believed should be the guiding doctrine for employing helicopters in a Marine Medium 

Helicopter Transport Squadron or HMR. Since these units were to become the backbone 

of Marine Corps helicopter operafíons in amphibious warfare, he felt their capabilities 

should not be squandered. McCutcheon was particularly sensifíve to this and was careful 

to spell out explicifíy how he felt these units should be tasked and where they should fall 

in the command chain. 

He began with three basic assertions about the place of helicopter squadrons in the 

Marine Corps. The first was a restatement of the Corps' fundamental doctrine covering 

aviation as applied to helicopters, that "helicopters are a tool to help the ground forces (or 

naval or air) but primarily infantry. They alone can not wage effective combat let alone 

win a battle. They are merely a tool to assist the overall commander."^^ Second, 

helicopters rightly belonged to aviation rather than infantry units due to the similarity they 

had with fixed-wing squadrons in regard to parts, maintenance and logistical support. 

Finally, due to their technological complexity. effícient employment of helicopters 

^Mbid, 10-11 

^Mbid., 13 
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depended on their missions being controlled by personnel trained and experienced in their 

handling and operation.^' 

From these assertions he drew a few ftindamental command and control 

principles. First, helicopter transport units should be under the control of a Marine force 

commander with oversight of both air and ground operations. Under no circumstances 

should helicopter operations depend on a command relationship based on cooperation 

between air and ground forces. Second, they should be supported logistically and 

administratively via aviation channels. Finally, in instances where Marines might be 

operating with units of other branches of the military, it was imperative that Marine 

helicopter transport squadrons remain under the operational control of the Marine landing 

force commander, not a joint force air commander, to ensure they would be used to 

f\'y 
support Marine ground units. 

Having laid down these basic principles, McCutcheon further defíned the 

command relafíonships that should exist for helicopter transport squadrons (HMRs) 

during amphibious operafíons. The command chain of a force utilizing HMRs should, he 

argued, consist of three planning levels. At the top should be a force commander, in 

overall command of the operation, who would defíne the mission, designate the ground 

'̂ Ibid. 

" Ibid., 14-17 It is unlikely that McCutcheon could have escaped exposure to the 
debate that was developing as a result of the Air Force's insistence on control of all 
aviation assets in Korea, an approach the Marine Corps staunchly opposed. McCutcheon 
became personally involved in the debate during his fírst tour of duty in Vietnam as well 
as during tenure as Marine Corps Deputy Chief of Staff (Air). when this issue came up 
again. This will be discussed more fuUy in Chapters V and VI. 
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and helicopter units to be employed, set time limits, and coordinate intelligence, 

communications, reinforcement and re-supply. The next level of control was that of the 

Helicopter Troop Commander who was responsible for planning the ground mission, 

training and assembling ground personnel, determining composifíon of the ground force, 

suggesting landing zones, selecting approach routes, maintaining the ground end of the 

air-ground communicafíons net, loading and unloading of the helicopters, and developing 

re-supply and evacuation plans. The third level, or helicopter commander, had similar 

responsibilifíes regarding the helicopter elements. For the sake of flexibility in tailoring 

the force size and composition, this command stmcture might be occupied by three 

individuals or simply by one performing three separate functions. The important thing 

was to defíne the angles from which a coordinated and effective mission plan using 

helicopters had to be approached. 

As further guidance, McCutcheon provided a list of possible advantages and 

disadvantages to employing helicopters in an amphibious operation in their current state 

of development. As advantages he listed constant mobility free of submarine attack; 

giving the naval force carrying the landing units the advantage of greater distance and 

dispersion in relation to the landing site; eliminating tide, current, reefs, and beach 

obstacles as barriers to landing; expanding the number of potential landing sites; and 

providing greater possibility of surprise. The disadvantages included limits on payload; 

limits on numbers of helicopters available; and limits in the number of available ships 

63 Ibid., 14-18. 
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from which helicopters could operate. To close out this section of the paper, 

McCutcheon provided as a tool a very succinct mathematical equation for determining 

the key factors in composing an assault force using helicopters as transport. The two 

essentials for effective planning, he wrote, were to keep the helicopters in the air and 

reduce wasteful flight time to a minimum.̂ "̂  

In his manual, McCutcheon provided force commanders with the practical tools 

necessary for planning helicopter supported operations given the current state of 

technology, force stmcture, and asset availability. Sfíll, to McCutcheon's mind many 

quesfíons remained if helicopters were going to be effecfívely used in mass amphibious 

assaults. The answers to these questions had to be worked out between the Navy and 

Marine Corps and as a result of operational experience. They included questions about 

the availability and capacity of escort carriers for amphibious operations; the number of 

helicopters these carriers could effectively support and operate; the number and type of 

other ships available to support helicopter-bome amphibious operations; the number of 

helicopters that could be operated simultaneously from currently available craft; the 

desirability of a massed landing; and the composition in terms of men and equipment of 

future assault forces. In any case, he felt that this document could serve as a planning 

tool for immediate needs and a point of departure for the discussion of future operations. 

64 Ibid., 19-24. 
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Either way, at least HMX-1 now had a doctrine around which its leaders could begin 

planning and developing the fírst Marine helicopter transport squadron.^^ 

On 11 December 1950, McCutcheon gathered the men of HMX-1 and outlined 

plans for the formation of a second helicopter squadron to be outfítted for Korean service. 

This would be the fírst helicopter transport squadron in the Marine Corps, HMR-161. It 

was to be the first squadron formed and employed in a manner refíective of the model for 

helicopter transport that had been in development since General Geiger's seminal report 

of 1946. HMX-1 would provide an inifíal contingent of ten officers and fifteen enlisted 

men to be sent to the Marine Corps Air Stafíon, El Toro, Califomia. around which the 

squadron was to be built. The Marine Corps named McCutcheon"s executive officer, 

Lieutenant Colonel George W. Herring, the first commander of HMR-161.^^ 

HMX-1 continued to do experimental work, demonstration flights for civilian and 

military observers, and pilot and crew training; but as 1951 wore on, the unit became ever 

more focused on training pilots to fill out the ranks of HMR-161 and other proposed 

helicopter transport squadrons. McCutcheon announced to his officers in January that the 

Marine Corps intended to expand the number of helicopter squadrons to ten. This news 

was enthusiastically received by the squadron, but in time came to be almost more than 

the unit could bear. By April the squadron was not only training pilots for two Marine 

observation squadrons (VMO-1 and VMO-6) and fíve transport squadrons (HMR-161. 

" Ibid.. 24. 

''McCutcheon, ^'HMX-l History, July-December 1950," 19-20. 
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HMR-162, HMR-163, HMR-261, and HMR-262), but testing and approving all aircraft 

sent to these units and advising Army, Air Force, and civilian agencies on helicopter 

operations and applicafíons. This preparafíon of other squadrons also included keeping 

tabs on the progress made by helicopter manufacturers toward developing aircraft to meet 

the needs of the HMRs. The pace became hecfíc and as pilots were transferred out, pilot 

quality began to suffer and patience began to wear thin.̂ ^ 

In April, McCutcheon began research on a paper discussing the economics of 

helicopter development for widespread military use. He sent out quesfíonnaires to a 

number of helicopter manufacturers trying to determine their current and expected levels 

of production, personnel, production backlog, number of helicopters produced for each 

service branch, cost per unit, cost of replacement parts. He also asked manufacturers for 

their evaluation of the utility of jet propulsion and their anticipated ability to design and 

/:Q 

produce convertaplanes for military transport use. From the gathered information 

McCutcheon produced a paper titled "Some Economic and Logistic Aspects of Helicopter 

Operations by the Armed Forces," which he presented to the Seventh Annual Forum of 

the American Helicopter Society in Washington, D.C. on 27 April 1951. This treatise is 

somewhat misnamed as it really does not deal in great depth with the issues of helicopter 

''McCutcheon, "HMX-1 History, January to July 1951. 

^̂  In the vernacular of the time a convertaplane was a V/STOL or Vertical/Short 
Take-off or Landing aircraft with the flight characteristics of both a helicopter and fixed-
wing plane. The only example of a producfíon aircraft approaching this idea is the 
modern V-22 Osprey, which was recently adopted by the Marine Corps. 
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operafíons, but, rather, some of the economic and logistic factors impacting evolving a 

long term plan for military-civilian cooperafíon in helicopter development.^^ 

According to McCutcheon, several things favored considerafíon of a long range 

commitment to helicopter development. Among these was the current performance of 

helicopters in the Korean theater. Beyond this, the military services were in the process 

of developing operational requirements for helicopters to be used as standards by industry 

in their manufacture. Moreover, helicopters, unlike most other military aircraft were. 

according to McCutcheon, readily adapted to civilian applications. Finally, the fact that 

current wartime demand was rapidly outpacing production capacity demonstrated the 

military's commitment to the helicopter despite its current limitations. The greatest 

impediment to meeting military needs was the lack of defmitive guidelines for 

manufacturers and money for development. He felt the services would be able to supply 

these in short order.^^ 

These were short-term logistic problems, but the future of military helicopters, he 

felt, lay in two economic concepts: subjecfíve value and marginal utility. Subjective 

value, he stated, could be defíned as the difference in the importance of possessing any 

single item over other possibilifíes. He suggested that in the past the nation had placed 

great subjective value on the acquisifíon of military aircraft, particularly during time of 

''Bartram Kelley to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 20 March 1951, Folder 4. Box 1, 
McCutcheon Papers; Keith Barr McCutcheon, "Some Economic and Logistic Aspects of 
Helicopter Operations by the Armed Forces" copy in Folder 7, Box 7, McCutcheon 
Papers. 

70 McCutcheon, ^'Helicopter Operations," 1-2. 

92 



war and during the eariy period of aviation development. Helicopters, he argued. at least 

for the moment, were experiencing the same trend. For the long term, however, 

McCutcheon believed the subjecfíve value of developing military helicopters depended 

on determining the answers to two crifícal questions: could the military fínd missions for 

the helicopter which, based on its unique capabilities, were better performed by 

helicopters than other weapons; and, would the military services be wiUing to give up a 

number of fixed wing aircraft to fund helicopter development and acquisition? 

McCutcheon firmly believed that the military could and should do both, and therefore, 

maintained that the subjective value of military helicopters would remain high even after 

11 

the end of the current conflict in Korea. 

The second factor affecting long-range development of helicopters was their 

marginal utility. That is, once it was decided that helicopters were worth acquiring, were 

they practical to acquire? McCutcheon believed that the answer to this question lay in 

part with the helicopter industry. The single largest problem facing the military in using 

helicopters in the field was maintenance. Lack of spare parts was the biggest factor in 

this but design complexity also made field maintenance that much more diffícult. Since 

one of the great advantages offered by the helicopter was the ability to operate from 

crude, remote facilities, these problems had to be addressed before the military could take 

'• Ibid., 3-6. 



full advantage of the helicopter's potenfíal. The other major problem limiting the 

pracfícality of the helicopter was the lack of trained pilots and mechanics.^^ 

McCutcheon believed that the helicopter offered the military capabilifíes that it 

simply could not pass up. He went so far as to suggest that the helicopter might even 

make it possible to integrate all the military branches into a single national defense force. 

Whatever the future, the current conflict in Korea was demonstrating that there was a role 

for the helicopter in the nafíon's defense. What was necessary was intelligent long range 

planning to encourage the industry and allow it to develop and produce the kind of 

machines necessary. 

As April wore on it became clear that McCutcheon and his men were becoming 

recognized experts in the field of military helicopter operafíons. In that month, 

McCutcheon received notice that his article "The ABC's of Helicopters" would appear in 

the Marine Corps Gazette. This article was essentially a rewrite of his earlier speech 

fítled "My Wings Are Thawed." It was to run in the Gazette in December and would be 

the first substantive article on helicopters drawn from operational experience to appear in 

the joumal. Later that same month, McCutcheon fielded a number of questions from 

Army Lieutenant Colonel Edward N. Wellems regarding the practical details of helicopter 

operations with a view toward using helicopters to land airbome units. Finally, 

McCutcheon and HMX-1 conducted maneuvers for the Eighth Joint Civilian Orientation 

'- Ibid., 6-7. 

'^lbid., 8-9. 
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Conference. The demonstrafíon was designed to show the state of tacfícal development 

in the use of helicopters by the Marine Corps. It emphasized carrier-based operations and 

simulated flight deck operations, troop landings, troop re-supply operations. wire laying, 

evacuation of wounded, and artillery spotting. On hand for the demonstration were 

Secretary of the Navy Francis P. Matthews and his Assistant Secretary for Air John F. 

Floberg.̂ "̂  

Throughout the remainder of the spring and summer, McCutcheon and HMX-1 

concentrated on getting the Marine helicopter transport squadrons outfitted. All of the 

hard work paid off when, on 15 August 1951, HMR-161 sailed from San Diego for duty 

in Korea. It landed on 10 September and immediately went into operation. On the 1 Ith 

the squadron arrived at its new air field, X-83, in the Marine sector of the X Corps 

operational region near the Punchbowl, a field it shared with VMO-6. On the 13th 

HMR-161 began to put the techniques developed by HMX-1 to use in combat, executing 

the first major helicopter re-supply operation in history. 

^̂  J. A. Pounds to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 13 April 1951. Folder 7, Box 7. 
McCutcheon Papers; Keith Barr McCutcheon, "The ABC's of Helicopters," Marine 
Coms Gazette, 35, (December 1951), 52-58; Edward N. Wellems to Keith Barr 
McCutcheon dated 10 April 1951, Folder 4, Box 6 McCutcheon Papers; Keith Barr 
McCutcheon, "Eighth Joint Civilian Orientafíon Conference: Helicopter Parade and 
Carrier Takeoff' draft script, 11 April 1951, Folder 7, Box 7, McCutcheon Papers; 
McCutcheon, "HMX-1 Command History 1 January to 30 June,'" 24. 

^̂  The chief geographical feature of the •Tunchbowr' was an oval valley left by the 
crater of an extinct volcano, Montross, 158-159. 

''Montross, 157-159. 
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In contrast to the scale of operations conducted later in the war, Operation 

WindmiU was small. However, it was the fírst in a series of experiments that tested on 

the fíeld of combat concepts and technology developed at Quantico. The First Marine 

Division found itself in diffícult terrain. Sheer mountains and deep valleys made moving 

supplies a dangerous, diffícult, and labor intensive task. Colonel Victor H. Kmlak, the 

division chief of staff, and another eariy helicopter enthusiast, recognized the situation 

was ideal for exploiting the capabilifíes of the recently arrived transport squadron. The 

requirements of the operafíon were for HMR-161 to airiift a day's supplies to the 

division's 2nd Battalion (reinforced). During the course of an operation that required just 

over three hours, the fourteen helicopters of HMR-161 delivered 18,848 pounds of 

supplies and evacuated seventy-four casualfíes in twenty-eight round trip flights.^^ 

Throughout the fall, HMR-161 added success to success and continued to prove 

that faith in the helicopter as a combat tool was warranted. Operation Windmill was 

foUowed by Operation Summit, the first movement of a small combat unit by helicopter. 

Operafíon Blackbird tested the ability to use helicopters in night operations. In Operation 

Bumblebee, HMR-161 lifted an entire battalion and its equipment to the front. Operation 

Housebumer I tested the use of helicopters counter-guerriUa operations. These successes 

convinced many Marines in Korea of the utility of helicopter transport squadrons. 

Shortly after Operafíon Blackbird, HMR-161 commander Lieutenant Colonel George 

Herring wrote McCutcheon, '•. . . .[First Marine Division Commander] General 

77 Ibid, 159-162. 
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[Gerald C.] Thomas and Col. Krulak are solidly behind us as regards our theories and 

ideas for employing HMR's. They authorize our use only for tactical operafíons and 

emergency supply missions for attacking units. Kmlak frequenfíy refers to us as the 

Division's strategic reserve."^^ The accomplishments of HMR-161 refíected favorably 

not only on that unit, but also on the training, organization, doctrinal, and experimental 

work done by McCutcheon and pilots of HMX-1 back at Quantico.^^ 

HMR-161 scored its greatest success to date, however, during November in 

Operafíon Switch. Capitalizing on the lessons of Operafíon Bumblebee, HMR-161 was 

tasked to relieve the 2d Battalion, 5th Marines by replacing it with the 2d Battalion, 1 st 

Marines. In this case, however, all movement of troops in and out of the combat zone 

was to be by helicopter. Beginning in the early moming hours of 11 November. HMR-

16rs twelve helicopters flew 262 flights, transported 950 combat equipped men to HiU 

884 and returned 952 to landing strip X-83 in ten hours. 

This was not the only switch taking place in the helicopter program. Two days 

prior to the execution of Operation Switch, Keith McCutcheon received notification of 

new orders, relieving him of command of HMX-1 and detailing him to Korea as the new 

commander of HMR-161. George Herring, for his part, was returning to HMX-1 as 

McCutcheon's replacement. The exchange made sense since it put the man most in touch 

^̂  George W. Herring to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 27 September 1951, Folder 4, 
Box 6, McCutcheon Papers. 

''Montross, 162-174. 

«°Ibid., 174-175. 
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with the latest developments in the fíeld, while retuming the one most recently 

experienced in combat to the developmental squadron to capitalize on the lessons leamed. 

It was a demonstration of the kind of long-term thinking McCutcheon had been 

advocafíng for the Marine Corps helicopter program. In recognifíon of his hard work as 

commander of HMX-I, McCutcheon was promoted to the rank of colonel.^' 

After thirty days' leave, McCutcheon left for Korea, arriving at HMR-16rs 

headquarters in eariy December 1951, just in fíme to participate in Operafíon Farewell.^^ 

For this mission, HMR-161 operated once again in the area of Hill 884 and transported 

the Ist Battalion, 5th Marines to the front in relief of the 2nd Battalion, 5th Marines. This 

first operation taught McCutcheon a great deal about the nature of helicopter transport 

operations under combat conditions in Korea and the adequacy of the training that had 

been provided many of HMR-161' s pilots by HMX-1. A year and a half later 

McCutcheon would recall: 

The height of the ground went up to 4000-5000 feet, the terrain was rugged and 
precipitous, and the wind conditions were strong, gusty, and turbulent. The cold 
weather and wind velocity assisted performance [of the aircraft]; the altitude 
worked against it slightly. Few pilots had experienced such conditions prior to 
Korea. The original [HMR-] 161 pilots had had some altitude work out at El 
Toro but nothing approaching the wind conditions. We all had to leam how to 
make the wind assist (or interfere least). Perhaps all pilots would have been better 
qualified if they had been checked out in sailboats and gliders as well. 
Replacement pilots had considerably less experience generally speaking, and had 

'̂ L. Burner to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 8 April 1952. in Folder 9, Box 1, 
McCutcheon Papers; Montross, 176; Keith Barr McCutcheon to Lynn Montross, 20 Jul\ 
1953, McCutcheon Papers. 

-̂ Operation Farewell was so named because it was the squadron's last operation 
under the command of Lt. Colonel George Herring. McCutcheon to Montross, 20 Jul\ 
1953, McCutcheon Papers. 
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to leam by doing. I think my fírst flight there was about the roughest ride I 

ever had. It was a completely new revelation to me . . . .̂ ^ 

The next month proved a busy one for HMR-161. Operation Muletrain was 

carried out to re-supply the troops on Hill 884 and revealed some of the problems with 

the squadron's re-supply technique and equipment. Although its aircraft performed well. 

the unit found that cargo nets, which had been improvised within the unit, worked better 

for transporting large cargo than the pallets developed by HMX at Quantico. The new 

system greatly improved the "flying crane" concept with which both units had been 

experimenting. In fact, it worked so well that its success created problems for the ground 

units being re-supplied. While the helicopters were successful in moving equipment 

more quickly and effíciently than the 580 Korean laborers who had been used heretofore. 

they were now delivering supplies faster than they could be handled at the drop-off 

sites.*" 

McCutcheon's first month of command concluded with two more operations of 

significance. Operation Changie-Changie expanded on the battalion relief experiment 

carried out during Operation Farewell. This time, however, they carried out the relief of a 

Marine battalion by using company pick-up and drop-off sites rather than having the 

battalion assemble in a single designated area. The second, Operation Mousetrap, tested 

a technique that foreshadowed operations that would be carried out ten years later as a 

'' Ibid. 

''Montross. 177. 
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matter of routine in Vietnam. During this mission, HMR-I61 provided short-notice 

helilift to troops carrying out anti-guerrilla operafíons in the Korean countryside.^' 

On 15 January 1952, a little over a month after arriving in Korea, McCutcheon 

felt he had seen enough to send his fírst report regarding squadron operations back to 

Brigadier General Clayton C. Jerome, commander of the Ist Marine Air Wing in Korea. 

In the report McCutcheon offered not only his impressions of his new command, but also 

observations about what he felt were some of the shortcomings of the helicopter program 

to date, and his ideas on how these might be corrected. 

McCutcheon wrote that the helicopters the squadron was flying were acceptable. 

He mentioned the success of Operafíon Changie-Changie and the fact that in switching 

the two battalions involved, the squadron had utilized only ten helicopters, which were in 

the air a total of eleven consecutive hours with only minor problems. However, he did 

have some concem about whether the helo's specs were in error or if the unit simply was 

still too inexperienced to get all the performance possible out of the aircraft in terms of 

lift capacity. In either case, he believed that when the new Sikorsky HRS-4 entered 

service with the Marine Corps, this problem would be solved. 

In general he felt that his pilots and mechanics were good. He believed that the 

lack of mechanical difficulties during Changie-Changie were a tribute to the effectiveness 

85 Ibid. 178. 

86 Keith Barr McCutcheon to Clayton C. Jerome, 15 January 1952. and Keith Barr 
McCutcheon to Jack Beighle, 16 January 1952. both in Folder 5, Box 6, McCutcheon 
Papers. 

100 



of his crews. He also had a great deal of pride in his pilots, but he felt there were some 

problems in training that, if corrected, might make them better. For instance, he sensed 

that they had received pretty good basic flight training (especially considering that only a 

year before there were only four qualifíed helicopter pilots in the entire Marine Corps), 

but he believed that it would have been benefícial if they had received more high altitude 

work, more high gross-weight flights, and more night flying before beginning operations 

in Korea. He also thought that some of his senior officers were not as committed to the 

program as they should be. Specifícally, he suggested that this might be due to the fact 

that some of his pilots who had come to the helicopter program from fíxed-wing 

squadrons were disenchanted with this new assignment. To avoid this problem, 

McCutcheon recommended that the helicopter program only incorporate field grade 

R7 

officers fuUy committed to the program. 

Beyond these problems, McCutcheon also came to believe that the time had come 

for a certain amount of standardization regarding the procedures and practices of all 

Marine Corps helicopter squadrons. If this did not occur, the result would be a diversity 

of techniques that would begin to erode the efficiency and coordination of the various 

helicopter units. He clarified this observation by stating, "I do not mean to restrict 

individuals from attempting something new, but I do mean that if that is done, some outfít 

should prescribe it as SOP [standard operating procedure] for all squadrons."^^ His 

'' Ibid. 

'' Ibid. 
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recommendation was that HMX-1 be given this responsibility and that Headquarters, 

Marine Corps, formally sanction the squadron's primary function of acting as a tactical 

and technical test center for helicopters and approve its receipt of specialized technical 

help and funding to attain this goal. He reiterated that he made this proposal in a letter to 

the Marine Corps Division of Aviation nearly a year before and was more convinced than 

ever of the necessity of implementing such a program.^^ 

As for relations with higher echelons of command, in particular the 1 st Marine 

Division staff, McCutcheon was generally satisfied. He was convinced that the di\ ision 

commander, Major General Gerald C. Thomas and his chief of operations, Colonel Victor 

H. Krulak, viewed the Marine helicopter squadrons seriously as tactical support units 

with specific combat missions. However, he was not sure this perspective was shared by 

all Marine ground commanders. He complained, "our hardest battle is to eliminate or 

keep to a minimum the number of unnecessary, worthless, or misuse hops, which are 

made more for convenience for personnel than anything else. We are not ready to replace 

feet or wheels 100% yet!"^^ However, he was careful to assure Jerome that generals did 

not fall into this category. As in the case of Marine fíxed-wing aviation in the past, 

McCutcheon had to temper his faith in the combat capabilities offered by his helicopters 

^̂  It must have been gratiíying to McCutcheon when he received word while 
stationed in Europe the foUowing year, that his ideas regarding HMX-1 had been 
implemented. Keith Barr McCutheon to E. V. Finn, 23 June 1953 Folder 3, Box 6. 
McCutcheon Papers. 

°̂ McCutcheon to Jerome, 15 January 1952. 
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against the ignorance of ground commanders of their capabilifíes and the polifícs of the 

service to accomplish his mission.^^ 

McCutcheon's recommendations to Jerome also went beyond the situation of his 

owm unit in Korea, extending to the program as a whole. One of these, mentioned earlier, 

was redefíning the role of HMX-1. Another had to do with the new squadrons being 

formed on the east and west coasts of the United States from the pool of pilots being 

tumed out by HMX-1. 

With regard to the assignment of other helicopter units to Korea, McCutcheon 

reported that his staff was divided. Many felt there simply was not enough work to 

employ two squadrons effectively. There was a fear that if the tacfícal situafíon did not 

provide enough ground unit transport work, the squadrons would be kept busy with 

fíights of convenience that might detract from their true mission. Perhaps worse, many 

feared that the prevalence of this type of fíying might spoil relations with the ground 

commanders to whom they were trying to sell the idea of helicopter assault. McCutcheon 

himself felt that if the static combat situation which then prevailed in the Marine sector 

changed, two squadrons might easily be employed in combat, particularly if one was 

allowed to operate from aircraft carriers off the coast to do fíanking assaults on the enemy 

from the sea. However, unless such a change in the situation occurred, he shared the 

view that an over-abundance of resources might cause more harm than good. " 

'̂ Ibid. 

''- Ibid. 
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As an altemative McCutcheon suggested that the newly formed helicopter 

squadrons might be better employed if concentrated at one of the Marine Corps air 

stations in Califomia. There, he thought, they might be used to conduct helicopter assault 

exercises aboard carriers to test some of the concepts being developed by the Marine 

Corps Tacfícs and Techniques Board. In this, HMX-1 could also assist, and, as he 

reminded the general, perfection of this kind of operafíon was the primary interest of the 

helicopter program.^^ 

In closing, McCutcheon, assured Jerome of his satisfaction, faith, and interest in 

the helicopter program. "There isn't another job I would trade for this one right now," he 

wrote. "The work is intensely interesting and it affords me the opportunity to fínd out 

first hand whether the plans we made over the last year are feasible."^"^ He assured the 

general that, so far, they seemed to be.^' 

McCutcheon took advantage of an opportunity generated by broader changes in 

the Corps, initiated by the Commandant, to express his views about the helicopter 

program and Marine aviation in general to the highest levels. Shortly after taking over as 

Commandant of the Marine Corps, General Lemuel C. Shepherd initiated programs he 

hoped would improve the Corps. One of these was the creation of a general staff 

stmcture at Headquarters which reflected the operational staff format of the Fleet Marine 

'' Ibid. 

'' Ibid. 

95 Ibid. 
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Forces; a change that met with limited success. Another of General Shepherd's ideas that 

had a more far reaching impact for Keith McCutcheon, and the Corps at large, was the 

introducfíon of the Marine Corps Air-Ground Task Force (MAGTF) concept.^^ Both 

these ideas were designed to restmcture the Corps to reflect the operating realities 

confronfíng the nuclear era Marine Corps.^^ 

Shepherd sent out for comment a letter which offered suggestions on how these 

ideas might immediately impact Marine aviation. As a means to create new positions of 

responsibility and influence for senior aviators, the Commandant proposed elevating the 

senior air commander in Fleet Marine Force, Atlantic (FMFLant) to the grade of 

lieutenant general. McCutcheon responded that this idea might create embarrassment for 

the officers to whom the air commander of FMFLant reported, since such a situation 

might make him senior in rank to both of his immediate superiors in the FMF and naval 

aviation. Instead, McCutcheon expressed a preference for allowing all aviators and non-

aviators the opportunity to serve in Headquarters and FMF general staff billets. Further, 

he suggested that a better way to create a three-star position for an aviator was to create a 

billet for a vice commandant which required its occupant to be an air officer if the 

Commandant was an infantry offícer or vice-versa. This arrangement, he argued, already 

existed in the office of the Chief of Naval Operations. Moreover, such a structure would 

be a more appropriate symbol refíecting the Commandanf s own promotion of the Marine 

96 The development of the MAGTF concept will be more fully discussed in 
Chapter IV. 

97 Millett, 508. 
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Corps as an integrated air-ground team. In this scheme, McCutcheon felt, the current 

position of Director of Marine Aviafíon need not be eliminated since this person could be 

made a special assistant to the commandant while also reporting to the offíce of the Chief 

of Naval Operafíons. That would allow for continued close cooperation with the naval 

aviation from which Marine airmen drew their logisfícal, planning, and development 

98 

support. 

McCutcheon seized this opportunity to also state his position on the role 

helicopters would play in the future of the Marine Corps. "It is my sincere considered 

belief that this aircraft [the helicopter] will prove to be the binding link that really makes 

us the air-ground team we think we are."^^ For this reason, he believed aviators should be 

serving in all departments at headquarters and that planning would necessitate 

cooperation between air and ground officers from the outset.'^^ 

The ground is enthusiastic about aviation's latest contribution and there is no 
reason why we should cease development [of helicopters and tactics and 
techniques for their employment]. It is possible that command of joint air-ground 
task forces will be given to aviators sometime in the future so it is desirable to be 
on the ground floor and not wait until so many ground rules have been made that 
we would have trouble breaching their defense. 

^̂  Keith Barr McCutcheon to Frank Lamson-Scribner, 31 January 1952, Folder 6. 
Box 5, McCutcheon Papers. 

^'' Ibid. 
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By Febmary 1952 the operafíons of HMR-161 had become routine. On the 24th 

of the month, the squadron carried the Ist Battalion, 7th Marines to the now familiar 

landing sites on Hill 884 during Operafíon Rotate. So smooth was this operafíon, 

historian Lynn Montross commented that little of signifícance was gained from it in terms 

of leaming anything new about helicopter operations. This, however, would be the last 

operation in which the squadron would participate for nearly a month. During a fíight 

that same day, Captain John R. Irwin was forced to land by autorotation*^^ when he lost 

the tail pylon from his helicopter just before landing. A similar event four days later 

grounded all the helicopters in the squadron until new parts arrived from the U.S. to 

correct a stmctural fault in helicopters' tail assemblies.'^^ 

Operation Rotate marked the end of HMR-16rs operations in the Punchbowl 

area. In mid-March, the squadron, along with the rest of the Ist Marine Division, moved 

180 miles west into the I Corps area, where the division would anchor the western end of 

the line held by the Eighth Army. Most of the Marines expressed few regrets. 

Nonetheless, the success of the operations of the previous six months yielded the basic 

knowledge on which the next ten years of Marine Corps helicopter development would be 

'°' Autorotation was a standard emergency procedure which called for landing the 
helicopter solely by means of the lift generated by the un-powered rotation of the main 
rotor blades. ft is essenfíally a controlled vertical descent in which the free-fall of the 
craft generates a stream of air moving past the rotor blades causing them rotate in the \\a\ 
a breeze blowing through the disengaged blades of a box fan spins them like an airplane 
propeller. The lift generated by the rotating blades cushioned the inevitable collision 
between the helicopter and the ground below. 

'°^Montross, 178-179. 
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based. Montross summed up these accomplishments. "Never, in fact, since the 

development of the fírst practicable American helicopter for military purposes in 1942 

had there been such a fruitful period of rotary-wing experiment as the combat operations 

carried out by Marine flyers during these seven months.'''̂ "* 

The forward operational echelon of HMR-161 relocated to a site near Field A-17. 

Its headquarters and support facilifíes settled in at Field A-33 near Ascom City. Shortly 

thereafter, the squadron embarked on a series of successful operations that would have far 

reaching impact on the evolution of the Marine Corps vertical envelopment concept. The 

squadron's previous operations demonstrated the ability of a Marine helicopter transport 

squadron to provide logistical support to troops and troop transport into non-combat 

zones. The next series would demonstrate the ability of helicopters to provide tactical 

troop transport to support combat operations. 

During April, HMR-161 executed Operations Pronto, Leapfrog, and Circus, each 

of which yielded valuable data regarding helicopter transport under combat conditions. 

Operation Pronto was designed to test the squadron's ability to provide long distance 

troop transport into a combat zone on an "on call" basis. In this maneuver HMR-161 

lifted 622 fully equipped troops of the 2nd Battalion, 7th Marines, to an area six miles 

distant from its initial location with little previous notice and no coordinated planning 

between air and ground forces. In fact, McCutcheon noted in the report on Pronto that 

•nbid., 180. 

'°Mbid. 18 
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the squadron had only three hours nofíce of the lift and "not so much as a phone call'" 

between the units involved. In his conclusions about the operation he wrote, "This airlift 

more than any other in which HMR-161 has participated, proved that a Marine Transport 

Helicopter squadron can successfully operate intact as an ôn call" tacfícal tool."'^^ In all 

previous operations detailed planning and signifícant notice had characterized the 

squadron's large scale troop movements. The lift was made in just over fourteen hours 

and set a new standard for helicopter transport operations.'^^ 

Operafíon Leapfrog added two new dimensions to the problem of troop transport: 

water and the language barrier presented by the participation of troops from two different 

nations. HMR-161 's job this time was to lift the 5th Battalion, Korean Marines, over the 

Han River to the Kimpo Peninsula to relieve the 3rd Battalion, Korean Marines. The lift 

covered only about six miles of linear distance but was the first attempt at using 

helicopters to lift troops over water. During the operation, all passengers and crew would 

wear life jackets, the cargo doors of the aircraft would remain open to facilitate escape, 

and DUKW's would be standing by in the river to conduct rescue operations if necessary. 

HMR-161 accomplished the mission in just under three and one half hours. In the 

conclusions of his report on the operation, McCutcheon wrote that the exercise proved the 

feasibility of using helicopters for short distance transport over water and that the 

language barrier was no problem at all. He also noted that the smaller stature and lighter 

'°̂  Keith Barr McCutcheon to John T. Selden, "Operation Pronto, report on," 22 
April 1953, Folder 9, Box 31, McCutcheon Papers. 

'°^Montross, 184. 
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weight of the Koreans made it possible to transport more KMC troops per flight than U.S. 

Marines.'^^ 

The third major lift conducted by the squadron in April, 1952 was Operation 

Circus. Circus was essenfíally a re-run of Leapfrog only this time it was American troops 

being transported; the Ist Battalion, 7th Marines. In this case, the exercise taught the 

Marine pilots more about procedure than potential, establishing ground mles for distances 

between landing sites and distances between aircraft in the air to avoid mid-air 

coUisions.'^^ 

On 26 April, the squadron was again grounded, this time in response to a dispatch 

from the Chief of Naval Operafíons. After a stateside accident, the Navy discovered 

possible defects in the drive shaft assemblies of the main rotors of the H04S helicopters 

that the squadron flew. Replacing the assemblies and checking out the safety of the 

squadron's aircraft kept HMR-161 out of acfíon until early June."° 

In June 1952, HMR-161 fínally got a chance to test the feasibility of the concept 

for which it had been organized: vertical envelopment. On the lOth and 1 Ith the 

squadron participated in an exercise code named Marlex I. Its purpose was to test the 

possibility of air-delivery of troops by helicopter for the purpose of amphibious assault. 

In this instance, HMR-161 would lift T' Company, 3rd Battalion, 5th Marines onto a 

108 Keith Barr McCutheon to John T. Selden, "Operation Leapfrog, report on,'" 28 
April 1953, Folder 9, Box 31, McCutcheon Papers; Montross, 184-185. 

"^'Montross, 185. 

"Mbid, 185-186. 
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target beach while other elements of the Ist Marine Division made a simultaneous 

amphibious assault. Since the Navy could not spare a carrier for the operation, Sung 

Bong-do Island subsfítuted as a loading zone for the helicopters, and the vertical and 

amphibious assaults were made on nearby Tokchok-do Island.'" 

Over the course of two days, the squadron landed 475 troops in just a little over 

nine hours of operafíonal fíme. This exercise demonstrated the concept of vertical 

envelopment to be sound, but far from problem free. Pilots and staff of HMR-161 and 

the ground units involved found their radio communications network to be whoUy 

inadequate to the task and shortages of helicopters and the distance between the islands 

played havoc with timing and coordination of the air and surface units. Nonetheless. over 

the next year, HMR-161 would participate in a dozen Marlex exercises. each one 

reinforcing the Marine Corps' belief in the fiiture of the vertical envelopment doctrine 

and bringing the concept of helibome amphibious assault closer to reality. 

During July of 1952, things settled down in the Marine sector of the Korean front. 

McCutcheon's thoughts tumed to his next assignment. He had been in Korea just over 

six months and with the helicopter program the better part of two years. Back at the end 

of Febmary, anxious to capitalize on the lessons learned in Korea regarding helicopter 

operations, McCutcheon requested a second tour with HMX-1. His faith in the program 

reinforced by combat experience, he wrote General Clayton C. Jerome: 

"'lbid., 187. 

"%id., 187-189. 
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I'm convinced the CO of that outfít [HMX-I] should be experienced out 
here. . . .1 would very much like to take another crack at that job and fínish some 
of the things I started to do but couldn't due to the accelerated training program 
. . . .Call me an empire builder if you want but it is an empire for the Corps. and 
the day isn't too far off when the bulk of Marine Corps Aviafíon is going to be 
suspended on rotary wings, either completely or partially. Fm wiUing to gamble 
my future on it at any rate."^ 

In late July 1952, Lt. Colonel John F. Carey, the man McCutcheon had relieved as 

commander of HMX-1 nearly two years before, arrived in Korea to take over HMR-161 

from McCutcheon. For his service with the squadron McCutheon eamed 4 more Air 

Medals and his second Legion of Merit with combat "V." The citation read in part: 

SkiIIfuUy training and coordinating all the elements of command, Colonel 
McCutcheon was largely instmmental in the success achieved by the squadron in 
evacuating wounded from forward areas, in transporting vitally needed supplies 
and in providing rapid displacement of personnel within the First Marine Division 
sector. Demonstrating superior leadership, he insisted upon performing the most 
hazardous and difficult missions himself and, by providing accurate and timely 
advice on the capabilities and potentialities of helicopter transportation, was of 
inestimable aid to the division commander. By his outstanding professional 
competence, keen resourcefulness and exemplary devotion to duty. Colonel 
McCutcheon contributed materially to the success of the division. . . ."^ 

On 7 August 1952, Lt. Colonel Carey relieved McCutcheon of command of 

HMR-161. While he could depart the assignment with a strong sense of personal 

safísfacfíon in a job well-done, his next assignment proved to be one of the most 

professionally disappointing of his career. Instead of returning to HMX-1, McCutcheon 

"̂  Keith Barr McCutcheon to Clayton C. Jerome, 25 February 1952, Folder 5. Box 
6, McCutcheon Papers. 

"̂  B. B. Anderson, '̂ Legion of Merit Citafíon, Colonel Keith Barr McCutcheon, 
United States Marine Corps." Keith Barr McCutcheon Biographical File, Historical 
Reference Section, Marine Corps Historical Center, Washington, D.C. 



was assigned in October as a staff offícer with the Operafíons Branch of the United States 

European Command. The assignment was not only discouraging in that it took him away 

from the Marine helicopter program, but also would require him to spend at least another 

18 months overseas away from his family. 

During his tenure with the helicopter program, McCutcheon had seen it grow from 

infancy to become a small but viable force within Marine aviafíon. He and his colleagues 

had taken a stagnant program and in developing it, set the Marine Corps well on its way 

to fulfílling its vision for its future. Not all the problems had been solved, but enough had 

been accomplished to convince many infíuential officers that their faith in the helicopter-

borne amphibious assault concept had not been misplaced. Nonetheless, it would take 

another three years for the Marine Corps to begin to capitalize on the lessons leamed by 

its helicopter pioneers during the early 1950s. 
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CHAPTERIV 

THE SINGLE WEAPONS SYSTEM CONCEPT: 
DESIGNING THE AIR-GROUND TEAM 

'T/z^ greatly increasedpower ofmodern weapons re-emphasizes the 
recognized requirement in the Marine Corpsfor a combat concept ofair 
and ground forces as two components ofa single weapons system. " 

Advanced Research Group, Project III "Air-Ground Relations, " 1954 

As had happened at the end of World War II, the Marine Corps emerged from the 

Korean Conflict vindicated, yet challenged in setting its organizational and doctrinal 

course. The landings at Inchon demonstrated the continued validity of amphibious 

warfíghting in the nuclear era. This success also suggested that the effort Marine Corps 

planners had devoted to the "force-in -readiness" mission had been worthwhile. 

Moreover, the war provided an opportunity to test the validity of the Marine Corps' faith 

in the helicopter as a troop transport. Though the helicopter did not yet meet the Corps" 

desired requirements, Korean experience demonstrated that the problems to be solved 

were those of technology and doctrine, not concept. Successful tests of the helicopter in 

combat, combined with the solid system of close air support developed during World War 

II and refíned in Korea, provided the air elements necessary to create the integrated air-

ground assault force Keith McCutcheon and other post-World War II Marine Corps 

planners had envisioned. What remained was to properiy mix the air and ground 
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components of the Marine Corps and then hone the resultant team into an operational 

fighting force. 

ft was recognifíon of this that prompted McCutcheon to request of Brigadier 

General Clayton C. Jerome that his next assignment be a second tour as commander of 

HMX-1. Much to McCutcheon's chagrin, after retuming from Korea, and a month"s 

leave, he was assigned as a staff offícer to the J-3 Plans and Policy Division of the United 

States European Command in Frankfurt, Germany. It certainly was not the living 

conditions that irritated him. He wrote a friend, "we are quite comfortably situated in an 

eight bed room house with four baths, cook, nurse, gardener, and fíreman." Rather, it was 

the job that left "a lot to be desired."' 

The problem was that McCutcheon, for the last ten years, had been involved at the 

most fundamental level in some of the most exciting developmental programs in the 

Navy and Marine Corps. Leaving such a situation for the routine and politics of a joint-

command staff job did not sit well with the energetic thirty-seven-year-old colonel. To 

Lieutenant General William O. Brice, Director of Marine Aviation he lamented, "There is 

a lot of Service polifícs and behind the scenes dickering that goes on in a staff of this type 

. . . .The opportunities in this duty to make a direct contribufíon to the Marine Corps are 

few and far between." 

' Keith Barr McCutcheon to Owen A. Chambers, 20 July 1953. Folder 3, Box 5, 
McCutcheon Papers. 

- Keith Barr McCutcheon to William O. Brice, 23 October 1953, Folder 6, Box 7, 
McCutcheon Papers. 
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Nonetheless, European Command did try to capitalize on McCutcheon's 

experience. One of the problems he was assigned in the J-3 Division was to sort out a 

system of close air support for use in the event of a Soviet invasion of Westem Europe. 

The Air Force was deadlocked in a stmggle with the Army over the distribution and role 

of air support control units, a debate with which McCutcheon had long experience. This 

problem was nothing new. Similar disputes had occurred in World War II and Korea. 

The Army favored a decentralized system, more like the one the Navy and Marine Corps 

used, that would provide the Army with some measure of local control of air units. The 

Air Force insisted on centralization and complete intemal control of air support assets. 

McCutcheon and the members of the J-3 division staff studied the problem from a 

number of angles though apparently never reached a conclusive solution during his tour 

with the division. It would not be McCutcheon's last tangle with the Air Force over 

control of air units. 

Another inter-service problem arose the following year when the Army hatched a 

plan to have Marine bombers based in Europe augment Air Force planes in close air 

support operations. Marine Corps headquarters took the view that such a plan would 

require detatchment of a significant amount of the Corps' aviation assets from the Fleet 

Marine Force for use in NATO operations. Moreover, Headquarters believed that this 

plan was actually a masked attempt to remove aircraft from Marine Corps control which 

the Corps' senior aviators believed would never be recovered. As a result, Lieutenant 

General William O. Brice, Director of Marine Aviafíon, instmcted McCutcheon to 
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actively discourage such a plan if the topic came up, and to report to any information he 

received about a move of this type.^ 

Despite the shortcomings of the job, McCutcheon enjoyed himself and stayed in 

touch with advancements in helicopter technology. He used his free time to visit the 

countries of Europe on holiday or to catch an occasional air show, particularly when 

helicopters were featured. He indulged his boyhood hobby of stamp coUecting, making a 

special point to acquire issues reflecting helicopter development and using the hobby as a 

vehicle to keep in touch with old friends in the industry. He corresponded with 

colleagues still in Marine helicopter units stationed in Korea and lent his expertise to 

historian Lyrm Montross in preparing a history of the helicopter program for the Marine 

Corps Historical Branch. He also made a contribution of his own to that history writing 

an article titled "Equitatus Caeli" (Cavalry of the Sky) for the Marine Coms Gazette, 

outlining the work done by HMR-161 in Korea. 

By December 1953, McCutcheon began to feel his career was stagnating. That 

month a letter came from Headquarters, Marine Corps, stating that because of an earlier 

^ William O. Brice to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 3 March 1954, Folder 6, Box 7, 
McCutcheon Papers. 

' Keith Barr McCutcheon to Owen A. Chambers 20 July 1953; Keith Barr 
McCutcheon to Frank Piasecki, 30 September 1953; Keith Barr McCutcheon to Jack 
Bieghle, 25 August 1953; Keith Barr McCutcheon to Lynn Montross, 20 July 1953: Lynn 
Montross to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 14 August 1953; Keith Barr McCutcheon to E. V. 
Finn, 23 June 1953; all in Folder 3, Box 6, McCutcheon Papers; Cari E. Walker to Keith 
Barr McCutcheon, 9 July 1953, Box 7, Folder 7, McCutcheon Papers; Keith Barr 
McCutcheon, "Equitatus Caeli," Marine Coms Gazette, 38 (Febmary 1954). 24-28. 
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request he had made for duty in Washington, McCutcheon was slated to go next to 

Quantico for service on the Marine Corps Equipment Board, and then on to the Advanced 

Research Group. Both of these groups were developing new equipment and doctrine in 

an attempt to reshape post-Worid War II Marine Corps along the lines of the "new 

amphibious concept." The assignment seemed an appropriate application of his skills. 

McCutcheon replied that he would gladly go where ordered but his response clearly 

shows that he was beginning to worry about his chances for advancement given the 

prospect of spending more time assigned to staff duty. As a counter-proposal, 

McCutcheon stated a preference for duty with a Marine fighter squadron or schooling at 

the National War College. He considered both command of a tactical squadron and 

completion of the school to be prerequisites to further advancement.^ 

Others did not take such a dim view of McCutcheon's potential relocation to 

Quantico. Colonel Paul Ashley, who McCutcheon was slated to replace on the 

Equipment Board, wrote that despite the location (Ashley considered Quantico the most 

over-administered and under-operated base in the Marine Corps), the job offered a good 

deal of flexibility and room for personal initiative in developing projects of relevance to 

the future of the Marine Corps. He also made mention of the fact that the work was 

becoming ever more focused on studies for the Division of Aviation and coordination of 

projects involving the relafíonship between air and ground units. Jack Bieghle, sales 

^ Greg J. Weisenberger to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 14 December 1953; Keith Barr 
McCutcheon to Greg J. Weisenberger, 22 December 1953; both in Folder 6, Box 7. 
McCutcheon Papers. 
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manager for Sikorsky Aircraft, also wrote to encourage McCutcheon with regard to the 

Equipment Board job. He considered McCutcheon's presence at Quanfíco essential to 

the success of Marine Corps development programs for the new Sikorsky HR2S and HUS 

model helicopters the company was introducing.^ 

In June of 1954, despite misgivings, McCutcheon reported for duty with the 

Equipment Board at Quantico. He could not have knovm then that the assignment would 

become one of the defíning points in his career. His tour of duty with the Equipment 

Board put McCutcheon at the center of Marine Corps developmental activity. His 

contributions during the period, and the assignments that would result therefrom, defíned 

him as one of the Marine Corps' pre-eminent aviators.^ 

The Marine Corps Equipment Board was created by the direction of Commandant 

Ben H. Fuller in 1933. Its early function was to examine products available from civilian 

industry and report on their suitability for Marine Corps use. Initially, its members served 

on the board part-time in addition to other assigned duties at Quantico. Later in the 

decade, as the Marine Corps began to test its newly developed amphibious doctrine, the 

board evolved into a permanent full-time entity charged with development and testing of 

Marine equipment. Among its most notable pre-World War II accomplishments were the 

development of inventor Andrew Higgins' "Eureka boat" into the Marine Landing Craft 

^ Paul H. Ashley to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 23 Febmary 1954; Jack E. Beighle to 
Keith Barr McCutcheon, 9 Febmary 1954 both in Folder 6, Box 7, McCutcheon Papers. 

' Keith Barr McCutcheon to William O. Brice, 8 March 1954, Folder 6, Box 7. 
McCutcheon Papers. 



Mechanized (LCM) and Landing Craft Vehicle, Personnel (LCVP) familiar to the 

beaches of the Worid War II and the transformation of Donald Roebling's "alligator" 

amphibious tractor into the Marine Landing Vehicle, Tracked (LVT).^ 

The Equipment Board became the heart of a larger combat development^ stmcture 

during the early Cold War era. In 1950, the Marine Corps organized the Tactics and 

Techniques Board and fused it with the Equipment Board to create the Marine Corps 

Landing Force Development Center. In March 1952, Marine Corps Commandant Lemuel 

C. Shepherd added the Advanced Research Group. This was a "think tank" composed of 

ten colonels whose task was to analyze current warfighting doctrine and determine 

research priorities and directions for the Landing Force Development Center and the 

Marine Corps Schools, also at Quantico. This developmental stmcture was completed in 

July 1954 with the formation of Marine Corps Test Unit #1 at Camp Pendleton, 

Califomia; a regimental sized force with the task of testing the ideas that came of out the 

"thinker" groups at Quantico. 

^ Charles A. Flemming, Robin L. Austin and Charles A. Braley III, Quanfíco: 
Crossroads of the Marine Coms (Washington, D.C.: History and Museums Division, 
Headquarters, U.S. Marine Corps, 1978), 63-64; Clifford, 51. 

^ Combat Development is a Marine Corps term used to encapsulate the whole 
process of originating strategic and tactical doctrine and assessing current developments 
in equipment, organization, tactics, and techniques needed to put these precepts into 
practice on the battlefield. 

'° Flemming, et al, 87-88; Rawlins and Sambito, 63. Over succeeding decades this 
stmcture evolved into the modem Marine Corps Combat Development Command based 
at Quantico. 
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The timing of McCutcheon's assignment to the Equipment Board was ideal as it 

occurred just as the Marine Corps was retuming to considerafíon of the problems posed 

by the nuclear battlefíeld. At the core of this thought process was the employment of 

helicopters as transports for assault troops in amphibious operations. Few in the Marine 

Corps were more qualifíed to address this issue than Keith McCutcheon. 

Although some thought had been given to Marine Corps operations on the atomic 

battlefield in the years immediately following Worid War II, this contemplation remained 

conceptual and contingent on technological advance. Serious work on the "vertical 

envelopmenf' concept was intermpted by the outbreak of the Korean Conflict and did 

not resume in eamest until Shepherd created the Advanced Research Group in the fall of 

1953. This group was formed as part of the Marine Corps Schools to give senior Marine 

officers a chance for formalized, advanced study on problems of relevance to the Corps. 

During the course of the 1953-1954 academic year, the group was to work on four 

research projects. Three of these were assigned by the Commandant and the fourth would 

be a project of their own choosing. It was the group's solutions to the first, third, and 

fourth projects that had the most far reaching impact on the future of the Marine Corps 

and Keith McCutcheon." 

The first of the three projects General Shepherd assigned was no easy task. He 

directed the group to: 

" Rawlins and Sambito, 62. The members of this Advanced Research Group werc 
Thomas J. Coolley, John P. Condon, August Larson, Joseph N. Renner. Carson A. 
Roberts, Samuel R. Shaw, George R. E. Shell, Eustace R. Smoak. William J. Van R\ /in 
and Richard G. Reed. Eight of the 10 would become general officers. 
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Develop a concept of future amphibious operations that will require 
maximum utilizafíon of the Fleet Marine Force as a mobile force-in-readiness. 
Based upon this concept, determine the validity and adequacy of the current 
tacfícal doctrines, organization, equipment development policies and training 
programs within the Marine Corps.'^ 

Given these instructions, the Advanced Research Group (ARG) devised a theory for 

future Marine Corps operafíons whose essential elements were: 

1. The high speed movement by helicopter of assault forces to the 
objective area, in company with a fast carrier task force. 

2. The use of nuclear weapons to destroy hosfíle air within tactical aircraft 
range of the objective area, and to neutralize the landing site. 

3. The rapid exploitation of atomic preparatory fires by helicopter assault 
forces, from the sea, seizing key terrain features within the objective area. 

4. Maneuver by helicopter troops, with the use of atomic support, to 
extend the area of amphibious troop control within the objective area. 

5. Use of helicopter forces, teamed with combat air and atomic and 
conventional support, and intensive air reconnaissance combined with vigorous 
patroUing to maintain, consolidate, and extend the area. 

6. Use of helicopters for logistic support during the assault phase.'^ 

Shepherd approved this concept with only minor revisions on 14 April 1954.'̂ ^ 

The success of the new amphibious concept envisioned by the ARG depended 

heavily on cooperation between Marine air and ground units. While such coordination 

had always been the basis of Marine aviation doctrine, it remained a fact that many 

'- Shepherd quoted in Rawlins and Sambito, 62. 

'̂  Rawlins and Sambito, 62-63. Keith McCutcheon would eventually play a role 
in solving nearly all of these problems. 

'̂  Lemuel C. Shepherd, "The Program," Commandant's comments on the 
development of the new amphibious concept, part of Lt. Colonel V. W. Banning 
presentation "Future Concepf' presented before the Marine Corps Aviation Board, 12 
January 1955 draft copy in Folder 10, Box 31, McCutcheon Papers. 
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problems continued to hamper this ideal association. In its third project report the ARG 

attempted to address many of the problems that plagued this relationship. 

The impressive record of Marine squadrons during Worid War II and the Korean 

Conflict did little to relieve many ground offícers' misgivings about air units which had 

existed during the inter-war the period. Many ground offícers still viewed aviators as 

second rate Marines who never seemed to be overhead when needed." Moreover, 

successful introducfíon and tesfíng of the helicopter during the Korean Conflict affírmed 

the effícacy of the helicopter assault concept. The result was an expansion of the 

helicopter program which created tensions throughout the Marine Corps. 

Historian Allan Millett has commented that some of this opposition stemmed 

from concems among aviators that increasing the number of helicopters would mean a 

reduction in Marine fixed-wing aircraft. This was due to the limits placed on Marine 

aircraft numbers imposed by the Navy's Bureau of Aeronautics. Other pilots came to 

regard flying helicopters as "low status flying" and did not relish the possibility of being 

assigned to helicopter squadrons He also notes that some ground Marines, particularly 

artillerymen, also opposed the program. They interpreted attempts by helicopter pioneers 

'̂  As had happened during World War I, the joint military command coordinating 
operations during the Korean Conflict separated Marine air and ground units placing 
Marine aviation under the operational control of 5th Air Force while Marine ground units 
were under the command of 8th Army. Air Force planners rarely placed the same value 
on immediate close air support that Marine ground commanders had come to expect 
through doctrine and training. As a result, Marine air units ,despite their profícienc>. 
were often unavailable to support their ground counterparts. See William M. Mom\ er. 
Air Power in Three Wars (Washington, D.C.: Department of the Air Force, 1978), 59-62: 
Millett, 504-505. 
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to court the favor of close air support adherents as an attempt at an alliance that would 

spell reduction in Marine Corps artiUery. Millett also menfíons that there was some 

resistance from the Bureau of Aeronautics due to the cost of acquiring the numbers of 

aircraft needed to carry out Marine Corps plans. Much of this resulted from post-Korean 

Conflict legislation and policy which placed restrictions on the size and roles of Marine 

air and ground units and created competition for scarce resources under the austerity of 

the Eisenhower "New Look" defense program.'^ 

Some of the trouble generated by attempts to expand the helicopter program was 

less reactive in nature. A case in point is the misgivings expressed by one of the Marine 

Corps' pre-eminent fixed-wing aviators, Lieutenant General (then Major General) Vernon 

Megee. Megee's concems about enthusiasm of the Marine Corps' "helicopter heretics'" 

went beyond simple arguments over the number of fixed-wing aircraft that would be lost 

to an expanded helicopter program. A letter he wrote in 1972 is worth quoting at length: 

. . . .1 was known at the time as the "devil's advocate" regarding the helicopter. my 
field being fighter aircraft and close air support of ground forces. There were 
occasions when I felt that the helicopter enthusiasts had not properly evaluated the 
inherent vulnerability of their magic aircraft to ground fire and air attack. On 
occasion I stressed this vulnerability in my critiques of FMF maneuvers. 

I was also in opposition - sometimes pointed - to those helicopter 
enthusiasts who would sacrifice the ability of Marine Aviation to provide 
adequate fixed wing air support for our projected amphibious operafíons for the 
sake of building up a force of transport helicopters. I was. and sfíll am, of the 
opinion that helicopter operations as practiced by the Marine Corps require 
absolute command of the air in the landing zone. These operations also require 
effective flak suppression . . . . 

'̂ Millett, 456, 464, 467, 506, 510; 524-525 
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Our operations in Korea were. . .unchallenged by enemy air, and due to 
the covered approaches our mountainous front line positions were immune to 
effective enemy ground fire.'^ 

The ARG's recommendation to alleviate these confíicts was the "single weapons 

system concept." It urged the Corps to adopt, as its essential organizational and doctrinal 

premise, the idea that its air and ground forces be viewed and employed as a single 

integrated weapons system. To this end, the ARG report argued for total integration of 

Marine Corps air and ground units including their command staffs, warfighting doctrine, 

and training regimens. Moreover, it recommended that Headquarters take steps to 

distance the Corps from any mission or deployment plan that would strike at the integrity 

of this arrangement, thus preventing the operational separation of Marine air units from 

ground counterparts that had poisoned the air-ground relationship throughout its history. 

Shepherd did not endorse this recommendation in its entirety, but in his response 

affirmed the basic ideas. He agreed in principle with the single weapons system concept 

though he disapproved of the total organizational integration recommended by the ARG. 

Nonetheless, for the fírst time it became the offícial policy of Headquarters to view 

Marine aviation as a disfínct but coequal entity within the Corps and not simply a 

'^Vemon E. Megee to Edwin H. Simmons, 28 March 1975; See also Vemon E. 
Megee to Edwin H. Simmons, 24 June 1976 both in Folder 1. Box 1, Helicopter 
Developmental History Part II 1962-1973 CoUecfíon. Archives Branch, Marine Corps 
Research Center, Quantico Marine Base, Quantico, Virginia. Hereafter, Archives Branch. 
MCRC. 

'̂  Advanced Research Group Project III Report •"Air-Ground Relations," in '"Air 
Ground Relations" Folder, Advanced Research Group 1953-1954 Box 3, Studies and 
Reports Collecfíon, Archives Branch, MCRC 
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subordinate support arm. In fact, the Commandant later stated that the survival of the 

Marine Corps depended on the integrafíon of its air forces since, as separate entities, 

Marine air and ground units were open to the criticism of redundancy within the national 

defense stmcture. The single weapons system concept, as modifíed by Shepherd, became 

the heart of Marine Corps tactical doctrine later in the year when he issued his 

memorandum, "Marine Corps Air-Ground Task Force [MAGTF] Concept," and was re-

affirmed in Landing Force BuUetin 17, "Concept of Future Amphibious Operations,'" 

issued in December of 1955.'^ 

In choosing their fourth project, the Advanced Research Group decided to 

examine several problems identified in their work on Project I. The group in its Project 

IV report stated that Commandanf s acceptance of the new amphibious concept 

demanded resolution of a number of related issues before the Corps could fully 

implement the idea. Among these were: air defense under the new system; design of a 

helicopter transportable method for launching fixed wing aircraft; fixing Marine Corps 

helicopter requirements under the new system; development of new helicopter tactics and 

techniques; development of a helicopter transportable fuel system for air and ground 

'̂  Lemuel C. Shepherd comments on Advanced Research Group Project III "Air 
Ground Relafíons in "Air Ground Relations" Folder, Advanced Research Group 1953-
1954 Box 3, Studies and Reports Collecfíon; Lemuel C. Shepherd "Marine Corps Air-
Ground Task Force Concept," 9 November 1954 in "MAGTF Concept,"" Historical 
Amphibious File 398, Box 19. Historical Amphibious File Collection; and Landing Force 
Bulletin 17, 13 December 1955; all held by the Archives Branch. MCRC. It is worth 
noting that despite the fact that Shepherd did not approve idea of absolute integration of 
the air and ground forces of the Marine Corps, many of the offícers later charged with 
implementation of the concept remained convinced of the desirability of such integration 
insofar as it could reasonably be accomplished. 
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units; development of tacfícs and techniques for fíghter support of helicopter assaults: 

development of a coordinated method of employing nuclear weapons during an 

amphibious assault; development of high performance shipping; and a planned and 

coordinated program to accelerate the implementafíon of the "new concept." The most 

important of the problems, Shepherd and the Advanced Research Group agreed, was 

development of a set of requirements for Marine helicopters.^^ 

The ARG sought to determine Marine Corps helicopter requirements based 

around the goal of achieving the capability of lifting, by helicopter alone, one Marine 

division and the related elements of one Marine Aircraft Wing (MAW); to include 

everything necessary to initiate and logistically support an amphibious assault. It also 

conducted a review of the Corps' current helicopter capability and its current procurement 

program in light of this goal. Finally, it made recommendations to correct shortcomings 

in these areas.'^' 

If the Marine Corps had high hopes for rapid development of the vertical 

envelopment concept, the conclusions of the Project IV report must have been 

disappointing. The ARG report listed several fmdings demonstrating that much work 

remained if helicopter assault was to become a functioning tactical doctrine. The 

concluding section of the group's report began by unequivocally stating that the Marine 

-" Report " Advanced Research Group Project IV: Marine Corps Transport 
Helicopter Requirements for the Immediate Future" Advanced Research Group 1953-54 
Project 4, Studies and Reports Collection, Archives Branch, MCRC, 2-3. Hereafter ARG 
Report IV. 

21 ARG Report IV, 4-5 
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Corps could not currently land a combat force of signifícant size by helicopter and thus, 

could not possibly meet the requirements of an all helicopter assault.^^ 

From there, the picture only got bleaker. The group reported that the only 

helicopter expected to meet Marine Corps lift capacity requirements under the new 

concept was the Sikorsky HR2S, and it was not yet even in production. Worse, the total 

planned procurement for the HR2S was 135 aircraft and the board estimated that a 

minimum of 180 would be needed to meet its assault requirements. The report further 

stated that even if the HR2S could be purchased in suffícient numbers, Sikorsky's 

capacity to meet the current order of 135 aircraft was marginal and would be totally 

inadequate to produce the 180 needed to meet the group's projections of Marine Corps 

needs. The group did suggest that reductions in the equipment carried by the division-

wing assault force could alleviate some of the problems, but even then, development of 

tactics and techniques to land such a force would still have to await the development of a 

helicopter with improved lift and payload capacity. 

With these conclusions in mind, the Advanced Research Group made three 

recommendations. First, that the Marine Corps make an effort to increase the number of 

HR2S helicopters it intended to buy from 135 to 180. Second, the Marine Corps should 

expand its organizational stmcture to accommodate this number of helicopters. Finalh, 

the board recommended that the Corps immediately initiate studies to reorient equipment 

-- ARG Report IV, 56. 

-' ARG Report IV, 57-58. 
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policies and training objectives toward achieving the goal of a helicopter landed division-

wing team.̂ "̂  

ft was at this critical juncture that Colonel Keith McCutcheon reported to 

Quantico as the head of the Air Secfíon of the Marine Corps Equipment Board. Much of 

the next three years of his career would be spent solving the problems idenfífíed in the 

Advanced Research Group studies. Although his offícial dufíes would be focused on 

evaluating equipment for use by aviators, his most important contributions during this 

period came as a member of two important boards convened to restructure the Marine 

Corps in light of this new amphibious warfare concept. 

McCutcheon had just settled into the newjob at Quantico when he learned that he 

was to serve on a board chaired by Lieutenant General Oliver P. Smith, director of the 

Marine Corps Schools, to examine a possible restmcturing of Marine Corps aviation in 

light of the recommendations of the Advanced Research Group. The Marine Corps 

Aviation Board, or Smith Board, as it was later more commonly referred to, was 

originally scheduled to meet in November of 1954 but delayed its proceedings until 

January of the followmg year." 

The board convened, 10 January 1955 in room 2105 at Headquarters, U.S. Marine 

Corps, in Washington, D.C. Its membership included Lieutenant General Oliver P. 

24 ARG Report IV, 59. 

-̂  Robert D. Moser to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 1 July 1954; and Keith Barr 
McCutcheon to Commandant of the Marine Corps, 2 August 1954; both in Folder 9, Box 
7, McCutcheon Papers; Lemuel C. Shepherd to Oliver P. Smith, 23 December 1954. 
Folder 10, Box 31, McCutcheon Papers. 
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Smith, senior member, and Major Generals Vemon E. Megee. Robert O. Bare. Homer L. 

Litzenberg, and Brigadier General John C. Munn as members. Colonel Keith B. 

McCutcheon acted as recorder for the board. The board's composifíon represented some 

of the best leadership in the Marine Corps. Smith had served on the original board in 

1948 that recommended the shift to helicopters as the answer to the Marine Corps' 

mobility and dispersion problems on the nuclear battlefíeld. He had also served as 

Assistant Commandant and Chief of Staff of the Marine Corps, and had commanded the 

Ist Marine Division retreat from the Chosin Reservoir during the Korean War. Presently. 

he was in command of Fleet Marine Force, Atlanfíc. Megee had joined the Marine Corps 

aviation program in the 1920's and had commanded aviation units during World War II 

and Korea, and was now Director of Marine Aviation. Litzenberg had commanded a 

regiment during the Inchon landing in Korea, and was currently serving as Inspector 

General of the Marine Corps. Bare was the commander of the Marine Corps Education 

Center at Quantico; and Munn was a senior Marine aviator serving as Smith's deputy 

with Fleet Marine Force, Atlantic. 

McCutcheon was the only person serving with the board that had command 

experience with helicopters. As recorder, he was responsible for gathering and 

distributing the reference documents related to the board's proceedings, scheduling 

presentations by offícers expert in various aspects of Marine aviation, keeping notes of 

^̂  Keith Barr McCutcheon, "Memoranda for the Record: Marine Corps A\ iation 
Board, Ist Day Proceedings," 10 January 1955, Folder 10, Box 31 McCutcheon Papers; 
Rawlins and Sambito, 66-67. 
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discussions, and drafting the board's fínal report. Despite the limited administrative 

support ftinction implied by the title "recorder," the record suggests that McCutcheon 

fully participated in the group's deliberafíons.^^ 

In its original orders, the board was directed to study and submit 

recommendations conceming the functions and tasks of Marine Corps aviation and the 

basic organizational stmcture needed to carry these out. Within this stmcture, the board 

was to make recommendations about the types of aircraft required and the general ratio 

amongst them. In doing this, the board was to give attention to the following 

considerafíons: the statutory ftanctions of the Marine Corps and its service responsibility 

for supporting funcfíons; the approved Marine Corps concept for conduct of ftiture 

amphibious operations; advances in weapons and equipment projected for operational 

readiness within the next ten years; existing strategic and code plans involving Marine 

Corps participation, giving full considerafíon to the several varying requirements which 

they would levy upon Marine Corps aviation, particularly with respect to the pressing 

requirement for flexibility in organization, to meet the needs of mobility; and the 

probability that, under peacetime conditions the Marine Corps would be required to 

discharge its functions with fewer personnel. Specifically the board would proceed on the 

assumption thatt the peacetime strength of the Marine Corps would not exceed 190,000, 

27 The complete record of the Smith Board's proceedings as well as transcripts of 
many of the presentafíons before it, McCutcheon's draft report, and a fínal copy of the 
board report, are all contained in Folder 10, Box 31, McCutcheon Papers. 
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and, might be diminished to as low as 150,000, under which circumstances, three Marine 

divisions and three Marine aircraft wings must sfíll be maintained at ftill strength.^^ 

On 3 Febmary 1955 the Smith Board submitted its conclusions to Commandant 

Shepherd. The report, drafted by McCutcheon and approved by the board, for the fírst 

time defíned the role, mission, and stmcture of Marine Corps aviation. It was the fírst 

step toward reorganizing the Corps under the "new amphibious concept."^^ 

In defming the role of aviation in the Marine Corps, the report supported the 

MAGTF doctrine arguing that in the Nafíonal Security Act of 1947 and Public Law 416. 

Congress clearly intended the Marine Corps to act as "a balanced force that was versatile, 

mobile, suitably equipped, and deployed for deterring or coping with aggressive acts of 

any kind." Moreover, the report stated that, "the strategy of world communism is 

distinguished by its flexibility," and that nuclear parity was causing the threat of a 

"World War III" scenario to recede in favor of limited aggression around the world. 

Since such limited threats were more likely in the Pacific than Europe, the report 

concluded, "Marine air-ground teams are the logical answer to aggression and should be 

28 Shepherd to Smith, 23 December 1954. 

^̂  Keith Barr McCutcheon, "Memorandum for the Record: Marine Corps Aviation 
Board, 14th -19th Day Proceedings" dated 4 Febmary 1955. Folder 10, Box 31, 
McCutcheon Papers; Keith Barr McCutcheon, draft report of the Marine Corps Aviation 
Board, undated, in Folder 7, Box 8, McCutcheon Papers. 

°̂ Smith Board Report, 6 

'̂ Ibid. 
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trained, equipped, and constanfíy poised as a force-in-readiness at strategic points."^^ 

These air-ground teams could be employed, "in relatively independent operations short of 

war; in overt hostilities prior to, or concurrent with, the outbreak of a general war; in 

limited joint operafíons with other services as directed by the Joint Chiefs of Staff or the 

President; or in total war."^^ 

The report noted that the traditional mission of the Marine air arm was "to support 

the Fleet Marine Force" and "to augment or replace naval units aboard carriers." 

However, board members found no authentic documentation stating this. Given the 

Commandanf s current vision of re-creating the Fleet Marine Force as an emergency 

amphibious force-in-readiness, the report recommended, that the mission of the Marine 

air arm be officially defíned as: 

To provide air support for the ground components of the Fleet Marine 
Forces in the execution of such missions as may be assigned; and, as a collateral 
mission, to constitute a replacement for carrier based air units of the United States 

Navy.̂ ^ 

The changes appear small but, if sanctioned by the Commandant, would be 

significant. Most important was the emphasis on support of ground troops over other 

missions. Such an official stance on the employment of Marine air units would not onl\ 

orient them toward close air support and transport, but also would have a signifícant 

^%id., 7 

" Ibid., 8 

^̂ ' "Report of the Board to Study the Composition and Funcfíons of Marine Corps 
Aviafíon," dated 14 Febmary 1955, Archives Branch, Marine Corps Research Center. 
Quanfíco, Va., p. 6. Hereafter, Smith Board Report. 
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impact on procurement of aircraft and the organizafíon of Marine air wings. The changes 

left no doubt that Marine air units would be closely tied to its ground forces. The 

collateral mission, as defíned, also guaranteed that if Marine aviators were split off from 

their primary fiinction, they would be employed in a way that would be recognized by 

Marine infantrymen as lending support to their combat operations. 

To perform this mission, Marine air wings needed to be organized and equipped 

to do a number of jobs. These included: localized counter air operations; direct close 

support operafíons; tacfícal reconnaissance; transport of personnel, equipment, and 

supplies; air traffíc control; service support; training; and development. Within these 

general categories, specific tasks were spelled out, among them: detecting, identiíying 

and destroying enemy aircraft and guided missiles; attacking and destroying enemy 

installations, equipment, supplies, and persormel; aerial spotting for artillery and naval 

gunfire, smoke laying, iUumination, wire laying, liaison, and courier service; providing 

visual, electronic, and photographic reconnaissance; carrying out rotary and fixed-wing 

transport of personnel, equipment, and supplies, including air evacuation and air drop; 

maintaining the ability to operate from carriers; maintaining the capability of night, 

instmment controlled, and all-weather operations; providing, maintaining, and 

administering command, control, and support facilities; developing tactics, techniques. 

and equipment which allowed interface between air and ground units of the Marine 
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Corps; and maintaining a reserve force to augment regular forces in the event of 

mobilization.^^ 

As a result, wings had to be equipped with a range of different kinds of aircraft. 

Those specifíed in the report were: day and all-weather fíghters; day and all-weather 

attack aircraft; observation, photo, and electronic reconnaissance aircraft; medium range 

and light ufílity aircraft; and large, medium, and small capacity helicopters. In addition, 

the report noted that in the near future the Marine Corps would have available guided 

missiles, aerial refueling, airbome eariy waming systems, jet assisted take-off (JATO) 

capacity, and transportable equipment with which to constmct short tactical expeditionary 

airfields to augment its current capabilities.^^ 

Given all this, the critical organizational question faced by McCutcheon and the 

other board members was the proper mix of aircraft types. Conflicts of interest between 

the fixed-wing and rotary-wing communities came to a head during the board's 

discussions on how to apportion the types of aircraft needed to carry out the Marine air 

arm's mission. Megee, representing the concems of the fixed-wing pilots, was disturbed 

by the number of helicopters to be added to Marine aviation under the new amphibious 

concept, especially since, as discussions progressed, it became apparent that the 180 

HR2S helicopters recommended for procurement by the ARG would not be adequate to 

meet the needs of a division/wing assauU force. The recommended addition of 180 

''SmithBoardReport, 8-10. 

Smith Board Report, 8-15. 36 
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helicopters seemed staggering enough, and as Megee knew all too well, the total number 

of aircraft the Marines could have in inventory was a fíxed percentage of the overall 

strength of naval aviation. He shared the concem of many fíxed-wing pilots that these 

extra helicopters would be procured at the expense of other types of aircraft, particulari\ 

fíghter aircraft. McCutcheon, representing the views of the rotary-wing pilots, pointed 

out that the ARG reports, which had been approved by the Commandant, never limited 

the number of helicopters solely to the 180 recommended HR2Ss, but did make clear that 

the Commandant's personal vision was for a completely air transportable division/wing 

assault team. Megee reminded McCutcheon that the Commandanf s directives also stated 

the desirability of a reasonable amount of inherent air defense capability within Marine 

aviation and that in order to provide adequate air cover of an amphibious landing, the 

Marines must have fighter aircraft. 

'̂  Keith Barr McCutcheon, "Memorandum for the Record: Marine Corps Aviation 
Board, 3rd Day's Proceedings," Folder 10. Box 31. McCutcheon Papers. It is important to 
keep in mind that this debate was centered on mix not mission. Development of the 
helicopter assault concept became the primary goal of the "First Division Gang" which 
dominated Marine Corps leadership from 1936-1960. Members of this group included 
Commandants Alexander A. Vandegrift (1944-47), Clifton B. Cates (1948-1951). 
Lemuel C. Shepherd (1951-1955), and Randolph M. Pate (1956-1959); chairmen of 
major post-World War II planning and restmcture boards Oliver P. Smith, Robert E. 
Hogaboom. Edward W. Snedeker and Graves B. Erskine; and Commandants of the 
Marine Corps Schools Merrill Twining, Robert O. Bare, Gerald C. Thomas, and Edwin 
A,. Pollock. This list is a virtual a "Who's Who" of Marine Corps leadership in the 
1940s and 1950s. Moreover, many of the Marine Corps influenfíal aviators became 
converts to the potenfíal of the helicopter, including directors of Marine Aviation Clayton 
C. Jerome, Samuel S. Jack, John C. Munn and Christian F. Schih. Commandant Lemuel 
Shepherd also used his good relationship with Chief of Naval Operations Admiral 
Arieigh A. Burke, to cement the Navy's commitment to vertical envelopment in 1955 
By the time the Smith Board delivered its report, Nav>' and Marine Corps commitment to 
helicopter assault was pretty much afait accompli. 

136 



To deal with this problem, the members of the board forged a compromise. Its 

report recommended the foUowing rafíos in each Marine Aircraft Wing (Table 1). 

Recommended Mix of Marine Corps Aircraft Squadrons Under the Smith 
Board Wing Restmcture Plan. 

Aircraft Type Pre-Mobilization 
Strength 

Mobilization 
Strength 

Day Fighter (VMF) 3 squadrons 4 squadrons 
All Weather Fighter (VMFN) 3 squadrons 4 squadrons 
Attack Aircraft (VMA) 3 squadrons 4 squadrons 
Reconnaissance-Observation (VMO) 1 squadron 1 squadron 
Composite Reconnaissance (VMCJ) 1 squadron 1 squadron 
Fixed-wing Transport (VMR) 1 squadron 1 squadron 
Large Transport Helicopter (HMR) 3 squadrons 3 squadrons 
Medium Transport Helicopter (HMU) 1 squadron 1 squadron 

The board accomplished these ratios through several trade-offs. It required that all 

fíghter squadrons be outfítted with aircraft capable of providing close air support as a 

secondary mission, thus reducing the need for more attack squadrons. It further saved 

aircraft by reducing the number of reconnaissance squadrons in a wing from three to two, 

and reducing the number of fíxed wing transport squadrons from four to one. These 

economies would create space for the anfícipated increase in heavy helicopter squadrons 

and make and the additional medium transport helicopters needed above the 180 HR2S 

heavy transport helicopters specifíed by the ARG 38 

To these squadrons, the board added a streamlined support structure. The fínal re-

stmctured wing proposed by the board was organized as follows: 

1 - Wing Headquarters and Headquarters Squadron (H&HS) 

3 - Marine Aircraft Groups (MAG) composed of: 

'' Smith Board Report, 16-21, 25 
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1 - Headquarters and Maintenance Squadron (H&MS) 
(Aircraft: 6 Fighter/Attack, 2 Transport, 2 Medium Helos) 

1 - Marine Air Base Squadron (MABS) 
1 - Marine Air Control Squadron (MACS) 
3 - Combat Squadrons [ pre-mobilizafíon, 4 mobilizationj (VMF. 

VMF(N), VMA) (Aircraft: 24 Fighter/Attack per sq.) 

1 - Marine Aircraft Group (Helicopter Transport) (MAG[HR])composed 
of: 

1 - Headquarters and Maintenance Squadron (H&MS) 
(Aircraft: 2 Transport, 2 Heavy Transport Helos) 

1 - Marine Airbase Squadron (MABS) 
1 - Marine Helicopter Utility Squadron (HMU) 

(Aircraft: 15 Medium Transport Helos per sq.) 
3 - Marine Helicopter Transport Squadrons (HMR) 

(Aircraft: 20 Heavy Transport Helos per sq.) 

1 - Marine Composite Reconnaissance Squadron (VMC) 
(Aircraft: 9 Reconnaissance, 6 Attack) 

1 - Marine Observation Squadron (VMO) 
(Aircraft: 12 Observation, 12 Light Helos) 

1 - Marine Transport Squadron (VMR[ML]) 
(Aircraft: 15 Transport) 

1 - Marine Wing Service Group composed of: 

1 - Headquarters and Headquarters Squadron (H&HS) 
1 - Marine Air Base Squadron (MABS) 
1 - Marine Air Repair Squadron (MARS) 

(Aircraft: 6 Fighter/Attack, 3 Transport) 

1 - Marine Air Support Squadron (MASS) 

The submission of this new confíguration completed the Smith Board's work. It v\as 

approved with minor alteration by Shepherd, as the new format for the Marine air wing.̂ '̂  

39 Smith Board Report, 23-24. 

138 



However, reorganizafíon of the Marine air arm was only half of the job in 

restmcturing the Fleet Marine Forces for helibome assault. It also was necessary to 

reconfígure its ground forces. Only a little over a year after the Smith Board completed 

its work, McCutcheon found himself once more called to serve on a board for this 

purpose. 

On 30 April 1956, Commandant Randolph M. Pate, who had succeeded Shepherd 

as the Marine Corps' senior offícer, established the Fleet Marine Force Organization and 

Composition Board, chaired by Major General Robert E. Hogaboom, informally known 

as the Hogaboom Board."* This board, comprised of sixteen offícers was directed to meet 

beginning 4 June 1956 at Quantico to "conduct a thorough and comprehensive study of 

the Fleet Marine Force and make recommendations to the Commandant of the Marine 

Corps for the optimum organization, composition ,and equipment of the Fleet Marine 

Force in order to best perform its mission." 

Having said this, Pate outlined what he believed the modem Fleet Marine Force 

should be capable of. Its challenges were enormous. In short, what the Commandant 

asked the board to do was to create a fíexible, integrated, highly mobile, combined arms 

''̂  Reference to this board as the Hogaboom Board has been a point of confusion at 
times in historical publications on the Marine Corps. Hogaboom chaired a similar board 
in 1948 designated The Marine Corps Board on Organization of the Fleet Marine Force. 
War and Peace, also often referred to as the Hogaboom Board. This board was charged 
with broadly defíning the Marine Corps mission and organization in light of the 
provisions of the National Security Act of 1947. In using the term "Hogaboom Board" 
henceforth, the reader should understand this term to mean the 1956 restmcture board. 

"̂ "Report of the Fleet Marine Force Organization and Composition Board. 7 
January 1957, Archives Branch, MCRC, C-1. hereafter Hogaboom Board Report. 
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force, capable of limited independent operafíon, on both nuclear and conventional 

battlefíelds, in situafíons of limited and general war, that could be deployed anywhere in 

the world at a moment's notice by helicopter. "̂^ 

It was this last requirement of the Commandant's charge that made the presence 

of Keith McCutcheon on the board particularly important. Of its sixteen members only 

fíve were qualifíed naval aviators. Only two, McCutcheon, and senior board member 

Brigadier General Edward C. Dyer, had direct experience with the Marine Corps 

helicopter program. Of these two, McCutcheon was the only member with any command 

experience with combat helicopter operations reflective of the Commandant's charge. He 

had organized, trained, and commanded the Corps' fírst helicopter transport squadron in 

combat; written the fírst manual to guide offícers in through the intricacies of planning 

helicopter transport operations; and guided that squadron through the fírst tests of the 

vertical envelopment concept, the initial Marlex exercises conducted in Korea in 1952. 

Fellow board member Colonel (later Major-General) Norman J. Anderson later recalled 

that, "it was during this period that I fírst became well acquainted with McCutcheon and 

developed the respect for him that he deserved . . . ." 

-̂ Hogaboom Board Report, C-7. 

-̂'A list of the members of the Hogaboom Board appears in Rawlins and Sambito, 
73. The information on naval aviator qualifícation was developed by comparing this list 
to informafíon in the Naval Register for 1957. Discussion of the relevant portions of the 
careers of Dyer and McCutheon appear in Chapter III of this work. Norman J. Anderson. 
interview by Benis Frank, 3 March 1981, transcript, Oral Histories Section, Marine Corps 
Historical Center, Washington, D.C. 
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The Hogaboom Board met for six months to study, deliberate. and fínally devise a 

solution to the problem of restmcturing the Fleet Marine Force. Its report contains 

several hundred pages of charts, tables, and fímelines with specifíc recommendations on 

realigning command relationships, troop strengths, and equipment. It is not necessary 

here to go into all these changes in detail as they would mean little to the reader 

unfamiliar with the specifícs of Fleet Marine Force Tables of Organization and 

Equipment (TO/E). However, a broad overview offers some insight into the thinking of 

the board and the impact its recommendations had on attaining the objective of 

developing the integrated air-ground team envisioned by post-World War II Marine Corps 

1 44 

planners. 

In making its recommendations for the reorganization of the Fleet Marine Force 

the Hogaboom Board considered one concept absolutely essential; an idea it called the 

Helicopter Concept. After studying the available doctrinal material on post-war 

amphibious assault, the board concluded that it must redesign the Fleet Marine Force in a 

way which, "would facilitate and be consistent with the requirement for the projection of 

^̂* Readers interested in the details of the Hogaboom Board's fíndings are referred 
to the Report of the Board to Study the Organization and Composition of the Fleet 
Marine Force housed in the Archives Branch of the Marine Corps Research Center, 
Quantico, Virginia. More casual readers are referred to a series of articles which 
appeared in the Marine Coms Gazette, in April, May, June and July of 1957 (Marine 
Corps Gazette, vol. 41, nos. 4, 5, 6. and 7) and Allan R. Millet, Semper Fidelis: The 
History of the United States Marine Corps, rev. ed. (New York: The Free Press. 1991). 
525-528. The impact of the report on the development of the Marine Corps helicopter 
program is briefly discussed in Eugene W. Rawlins and William J. Sambito, Marines and 
Helicopters, 1946-1962 (Washington, D.C.: History and Museums Branch, Headquarters. 
U.S. Marine Corps, 1976), 73-78. 
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seapower ashore at any selected point in the world littoral without the necessity of direct 

assault on the intervening shoreline."'̂ ^ The only means available to the Marine Corps to 

make this possible was its helicopter transport squadrons. The report ftirther stated. "This 

requirement is believed to encompass the heart of our modem tacfícal concept."'*^ It was 

a frank admission that the faith Keith McCutcheon and others had placed in the potential 

of the helicopter during the early I950s had become the central tenet of Marine Corps 

tactical doctrine."^^ 

Given the board's acceptance of this approach, it sfíll found general Marine Corps 

percepfíons about the role of helicopters in amphibious assaults flawed. It noted: 

. . .There appears to be a considerable body of opinion in the Marine Corps today 
which holds that in the foreseeable future all movement from ship-to-shore will be 
by helicopter. Thus the "all helicopter assault" concept has somehow become the 
"all helicopter concept" This idea the Board believes to be invalid and should be 
corrected immediately. . . . 

The Board believes that this line of thinking has perhaps obscured the 
continuing importance of crossing the beach operations in our modem concept. 
. . . . Reduced to its simplest terms the Board visualizes an operation wherein the 
flexibility of the helicopter-bome assauh forces would be exploited to uncover 
and secure the beaches and to seize critical areas which will be required to enable 
us to phase in the additional means to maintain the momentum of the assault and 

48 

secure the objective area. 

The board felt that the task of the helicopter would be to transport elements of the landing 

^- Hogaboom Board Report, Section II, 13. 

'' Ibid. 

''lbid. 

48 Hogaboom Board Report, Section II, 14; Fails, 74. The helicopter assault 
concept was given offícial sanction by the Navy and Marine Corps with the issuance of 
Landing Force Bulletin 17 in 1955. 
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force from ships to positions from which they could seize critical terrain. Once the 

beachhead was secured, they would then be employed to maneuver disengaged units into 

posifíons from which they could launch decisive attacks on critical objectives. No one on 

the board was in a better position to state what could and could not be accomplished in 

this regard than Keith McCutcheon."^^ 

To maximize the ability to employ its combat troops in this fashion, the Hogboom 

Board established fíve basic criteria for restmcturing the Marine division. They were: 

1. It must be organized and equipped to conduct an amphibious assault 
^gainst the most modem defenses. 

2. It must have the greatest possible capability for executing an 
amphibious assault in accordance with the Marine Corps' modem concepts for 
amphibious operations and tactical atomic warfare. 

3. Its combat elements must shed maintenance and service functions to the 
greatest possible degree in order to attain mobility, freedom of action, and a 
homogeneous tactical stmcture. 

4. The organization of the division, and its support elements, must 
facilitate the rapid creation and smooth operation of temporary task groups. 

5. To answer the requirement of being a force-in-readiness, it must be 
capable of rapid strategic movement by limited air, sea, or land transportation 
means. 

The emphasis here is on austerity, flexibility, versatility, and mobility with the 

expectation of minimal outside help to accomplish the mission at hand. As a result, all 

elements of the division and its aviation counterparts must be lighter, faster. and more 

integrated than ever before. 

49 

50 

Ibid. 

"FMF Organization and Composition Board Report: The Division," Marine 
Coms Gazette. vol. 41, no. 4, (April 1957), 26-34. 
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The most radical changes recommended by the Hogaboom Board were made in 

the organization of service and support units. Most of the heavy weapons and supply 

functions of infantry battalions were stripped away and replaced with an extra rifle 

company. Infantry regiments also lost their heavy weapons and service units and 

regimental headquarters lost their administrative ftinctions becoming purely tactical in 

nature. Artillery regiments were reorganized to deploy as batteries rather than battalions 

and lost most of their tmck-drawn 105mm howitzers in favor of 4.2 inch mortars (a 

change later reversed in practice), though the number of artillery tubes per regiment was 

increased from seventy-two to ninety-two. All heavy artillery, tank battalions, and 

surface-to-surface rocket units as well as most supply and support ftanctions (including 

maintenance and medical units) were shifted out of the divisions to force troops and 

would be deployed only in extended operations. Anti-tank capability would be drawn 

specifícally from anti-tank weapons. The division reconnaissance company was 

increased to a full battalion to provide better intelligence and target acquisition. Finall>. 

the loss of fírepower in the artillery regiments in the assault phase would be made up 

through the use of tightly integrated and coordinated close air support. This 

reorganization of the Fleet Marine Force divisions would form the basis for Marine Corps 

tables of organizafíon and equipment for the next twenty years.' 

Service on the restmcture boards was not the only duty McCutcheon performed in 

helping the Marine Corps to address the problems of modem amphibious warfare. The 

51 Millett, 521-527. 
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Advanced Research Group reports had identifíed a number of problems to be solved in 

order to bring the single weapons system concept (MAGTF) to fmifíon. Many of these 

addressed equipment which needed to be developed, tested and then deployed. In this 

area, McCutcheon played a major role from his position as head of the Air Section of the 

Marine Corps Equipment Board. In this capacity he was responsible for appraising the 

merits of new aviation equipment of interest to the Marine Corps and then assigning, 

managing, and directing the board's evaluative studies, and approving or disapproving the 

recommendations for further development and acquisition that resulted. He also was 

responsible for communicating to inventors and industry leaders Marine Corps 

requirements for new aviation equipment and staying abreast of the latest advances. 

As McCutcheon explained it, the Air Section of the Equipment Board was not a 

purely developmental agency in that it did not, for the most part, design and constmct 

solutions to various aviation equipment problems. Rather, its primary function was to 

evaluate and test prototype, developmental, or production items submitted to the Marine 

Corps by defense contractors and, on occasion, private inventors. This mission, however. 

did not prevent the board from doing developmental studies on problems of interest to the 

52 

Marine Corps Division of Aviation. 

One of the most important ideas under development during McCutcheon's tour of 

duty with the Equipment Board was the Short Airfíeld for Tactical Support or SATS. 

Marine planners realized that to implement the new amphibious concept, with its high 

-̂ McCutcheon to Wurzel, 10 January 1956. 
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reliance on the firepower provided by aviation units during the early stages of a landing 

operation, the Corps would need to quickly provide operating facilities for aircraft in the 

objective area. The necessity for speed in setting up these facilities and the desire that 

most assault equipment be transportable by helicopter made reliance on traditional 

methods of constmcting asphalt or concrete mnways unfeasible. As Marine Corps 

historian Kenneth Clifford explained, "The [SATS] concept [envisioned] the rapid 

establishment of hasfíly constructed or rehabilitated airstrips from which tactical aircraft 

can be operated through the use of launch and arrest equipment."^^ Essenfíally, this 

amounted to building a sort of temporary, shore based, aircraft carrier deck. Many 

components made up these airfíelds including aluminum matting from which the runways 

were constmcted, catapults, arresting gear, and precision navigational aids. 

McCutcheon's team made at least two major contributions to the development of this 

system: testing and approval of the Wickes portable airport control tower. and the tests 

leading to the approval of the MK-5 Mobile Aircraft Arresting Gear (MOREST).'^ 

Under McCutcheon's direction, the board also studied and tested a wide range of 

other equipment for use by Marine aviation. Among these were: the testing and approval 

of body armor for flight crews; evaluation and subsequent rejection of the Frank G. 

53 Clifford, 88 

^Tbid.; Report on Project E-1147 "Portable Aircraft Control Tower. e\aluation 
of," Folder 1147, Box 116; Report on Project E-987-2 "TM-4 Expeditionary Arresting 
Gear, Final Report," Folder 987, Box; Report on Project T-1101, "Mobile Aircraft 
Arresting Gear (MOREST) Mark 5, test of," Folder 1101, Box 113; all in the Research 
and Development Collections, Archives Branch. MCRC. 
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Hough Co. Model TR-DC aircraft towing tractor; and experiments with camouflaging 

schemes for helicopters. The group also did studies regarding the use of geodesic domes 

as portable aircraft maintenance shelters and the requirements for bulk fuel handling 

equipment and cargo netting for use in helicopter operations.^" 

Perhaps the most signifícant equipment problem that existed was the lack of 

helicopters capable of meefíng Marine Corps requirements. This problem was noted in 

the reports of the Advanced Research Group, the Smith, and Hogaboom Boards. Without 

helicopters, the vertical assauh concept fell apart. The Marine Corps could do little but 

wait for industry to develop the needed aircraft; but it could help manufacturers 

understand current requirements and prod them along. Toward this end, McCutcheon 

took the opportunity to state the Marine Corps case before industry leaders at the Society 

of Automotive Engineers Golden Armiversary Aeronautic Meeting, held at the Hotel 

Statler in New York, 18-21 April 1955. 

During his audio-visual presentation, McCutcheon outlined for his audience the 

great strides that had been made during the Korean Conflict and the years following in 

" Report on Project T-1181 "Prototypes of Personal Body Armor for Flight 
Personnel, test of.," Folder 1181, Box 130; Report on Project E-1048 "Proposed Aircraft 
Towing Tractor, Frank G. Hough Co., Model TR-DC. evaluation of," Folder 1048. Box 
107; Report on Project T-973 "Camouflage Schemes for Helicopters for Concealment 
Against Terrain Backgrounds, test of, third interim report." Folder 973, Box 95; Report 
on Project ES-1037-1 "Study of Marine Corps Tentage Requirements, sub-task of. test of 
55 foot diameter Geodesic Domes," Folder 1037-1, Box 105; Report on Project S-1046-2 
"Bulk Fuel Handling Equipment in Helicopter Operations, study of," Folder 1046-2, Box 
106; Report on Project S-996 "Military Characteristics of a Cargo Net for use with 
Marine Helicopter Transports, study of." Folder 996, Box 98, all in Research and 
Development Collecfíon, Archives Branch. MCRC. 
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employing helicopters in Marine operafíons. He went on to discuss the various ways in 

which the Marine Corps believed helicopters could be employed on the modem 

battlefíeld. Finally, he summarized the Corps' modem concept of amphibious operations 

and the pivotal role set forth for the helicopter in this type of campaign. All of this 

pointed to a bright future for helicopters in the Marine Corps, and a promising retum on 

investment for helicopter manufacturers willing to take up the challenge of meeting the 

Corps' needs.^^ 

This was the up-side. The down-side was that there were still many problems to 

overcome. This was where industry leaders came in. McCutcheon felt that the foremost 

problem was the scarcity of helicopters. Despite the growth of industry interest in 

production and development in recent years, supply had not kept pace with Marine Corps 

demand. Moreover, Marine Corps requirements were changing. Rather than a large and 

small helicopter for transport needs, the Corps now envisioned employing a family of 

helicopters including light one to four man liaison craft, four to fífteen man medium 

utility transports, large fífteen to forty man transports, and even some special duty 

confígurations. Of these, the most pressing need was for the large transport, which would 

increase the speed of amphibious operations. However, even these must conform to 

constraints imposed by shipboard operations. The Sikorsky HR2S, which was not yet 

^̂  Keith B. McCutcheon, "Marine Assauh Aircraft Transports,'' unpublished 
paper, April 1955, in Folder 6, Box 33, McCutcheon Papers, p. 1-6. 
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even in producfíon, he told his audience, was the only design currently in development 

that came close to meeting this need.̂ ^ 

Maintenance was another problem plaguing Marine helicopter operations. Due to 

the integrated nature of Marine ground and air operations, helicopters and infantry 

divisions would be constantly on the move. Elaborate maintenance facilities were not 

likely to be available and a good deal of the day-to-day maintenance would have to be 

done in the open, in stream beds, or on mountain tops, and perhaps, in inclement weather 

with hand tools or what could be flown in by another helicopter. "Requirements for 

special tools and fancy ground handling equipment," he told his audience, "should be 

kept to a minimum." "A mechanic," he said, "should be able to reach any part, whether 

by standing on the ground or some part of the aircraft and should have both arms and 

CQ 

hands free to use his tools at that." Moreover, these tools should not be complicated, 

allowing their use even by a man wearing heavy gloves. The Sikorsky HRS was a good 

example of such a craft. McCutcheon reminded his audience: "Too often designers fail to 

remember that helicopter mechanics are only human. The large majority of them have 

not had the designer's education." "Furthermore," he quipped, "all the ones that I have 

met only have two hands, and two legs. A separate project has been established to breed 

and train a new type of mechanic, but so far the only results have been paper studies.''''^ 

^Mbid.,6. 

^%id.. 7. 

'' Ibid. 
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There were other design problems, less pressing, but sfíll important. The Marine 

Corps wanted helicopters with all weather capability for situations when visual reference 

to the ground could not be maintained for navigational purposes. There was also the 

problem of vibration, which contributed to pilot fatigue and hampered certain operations 

such as photo recormaissance missions. Also, higher speeds and payloads were desirable 

in aircraft under the new amphibious concept. Tackling these problems, he reassured his 

audience, would not go unnoticed or unrewarded. "The Marine Corps," he stated, "has a 

defínite function for organic air transport for combat and envisages an increasing tempo 

in helicopter operations."^^ 

Public presentations to leaders of the aviation industry were not the limit of 

McCutcheon's contact with these individuals. As he had done throughout his career, he 

kept up a steady correspondence with these men. His papers from the period reflect this, 

containing letters to manufacturers such as Doman Helicopter. the Glenn Martin 

Company, Vought Aircraft, Hughes Tool Company, Irving Air Chute Company. 

Incorporated, and the Fafnir Bearing Company. He also remained an active member of 

the American Helicopter Society. On occasion, he even took the opportunity to 

correspond with private inventors seeking to develop their ideas for Marine Corps use.^' 

^°Ibid., 7-8. 

'̂ Keith Barr McCutcheon to John W. Mazur, 28 April 1955; Keith Barr 
McCutcheon to Guy E. Mallory, 25 April 1955; Joseph Wurtzel letters to Keith Barr 
McCutcheon, 29 and 31 December 1955 and Keith Barr McCutcheon to Joseph Wurzel. 
10 January 1956; Keith Barr McCutcheon to Charies H. PuUey, 4 August 1955, all in 
Folder 9. Box 7. McCutcheon Papers; 0 .1 . Chenoweth to Keith Barr McCutcheon. 29 
March 1957, Folder 5, Box 8, McCutcheon Papers: Keith Barr McCutcheon to J. Lester. 
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McCutcheon also took fíme out to become involved in educating Marine Corps 

offícers about new developments. The locafíon of the Equipment Board at Quantico put 

it on the same base and in proximity to the Marine Corps Schools. Every once in awhile, 

McCutcheon was called upon to participate in a highly popular seminar program at the 

Senior School guiding discussions based on his experiences.^^ 

The projected increase in helicopter procurement also created basing problems 

which McCutcheon was called upon to solve. During July of 1955, shortly after the 

completion of his service with the Smith Board, he acted as the chairman of the 

Helicopter Installations Board. This board, convened at Headquarters, Marine Corps on 

11 July, was charged with the development and formulation of constmction criteria for air 

bases to house helicopter transport groups. It included seven Marine Offícers, all 

helicopter pilots, representing a combined experience of twenty-three and one-half years 

in fíying helicopters. In its deliberations, the board studied the available published 

material, visited current Marine Corps air facilities, and visited with helicopter 

manufacturers. In the end, it settled on a model similar to contemporary fíxed-wing 

22 January 1957, Folder 7, Box 7, McCutcheon Papers; Keith Barr McCutcheon to Clyde 
B. Jones, 2 October 1956, Folder 5, Box 8, McCutcheon Papers; Robert L. Lichten to 
Keith Barr McCutcheon, Folder 9, Box 7, McCutcheon Papers; 9 September 1955; 
Charles J. Yarbrough, "Marine Outlines Needs to Helicopter Industry," Washington 
Evening Star, 9 December 1955 copy in Keith Barr McCutcheon Reference File. 
Historical Reference Secfíon, Marine Corps Historical Center, Washington, D.C. 

" The Marine Corps Senior School was the equivalent to the modern Command 
andStaffCollege. 

" Herman Nickerson to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 2 Febmary 1956. Folder 5. Bo\ 
8. McCutcheon Papers. 
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facilifíes, spelling out specifíc changes in buildings and space requirements tailored 

toward helicopter operations.̂ "* 

Another problem plaguing Marine helicopter program was the failure to produce 

standard operating procedures. Over the course of his tour with the Equipment Board. 

McCutcheon carried on an extended correspondence on this problem with his friend 

Lieutenant Colonel William P. Mitchell, then assigned to the West Coast based helicopter 

squadron HMR-263. HMR-263 spent a good deal of time working with Marine Corps 

Test Unit #1 on air-ground problems impacting helicopter operations. For McCutcheon. 

Mitchell's letters became a source of insight into how changes in the Marine Corps were 

impacting day-to-day operations in the helicopter program. Mitchell, for his part, looked 

to McCutcheon as the right man in the right place to educate senior Marine offícers and 

work toward solutions for these problems. The two did not always see eye-to-eye, but the 

exchange did prompt McCutcheon to use his influence at Quantico to work toward 

solving a problem that had plagued the program since its beginning: the lack of a defíned 

process for developing and implementing standard operating procedures for helicopter 

units. 

Mitchell had been at Quantico attending the Senior Offícers' School during the 

1954-55 academic year. His class thesis addressed what he perceived were some of the 

major issues facing the Marine Corps helicopter program. Chief among these he felt was 

the lack of guidance provided Marine Corps helicopter transport squadrons. He lamented 

^̂  "Report of the Helicopter Installafíons Board," in Folder 1. Box 7. McCutcheon 

Papers. 
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in a letter to McCutcheon: 

All fíeld units on this coast, both air and ground, need guidance, guidance. 
guidance, from the top down. From what I have observed, there is little or no 
guidance from Washington or Quantico~the kind that is required. I have ever\ 
reason to believe that the East Coast is in just as poor a shape guidance-wise as 
the West Coast. Most of my fíme is spent trying to point out the problems that 
exist and means of approaching them.^' 

The fallout of this lack of guidance was troublesome relafíonships between air and ground 

unit commanders over control of Marine helicopter operations. Moreover. since guidance 

was not forthcoming from the development units at Quanfíco, rules were improvised by 

Marine Corps Test Unit #1. Mitchell complained that this organization was dominated by 

senior ground offícers with insuffícient understanding of aviation capabilities and 

problems, and an unwillingness to defer to their more junior aviation offícer colleagues. 

He also placed some of the blame for this on the Marine Corps aviation establishment for 

their unwillingness to join in development efforts and provide these procedures 

themselves. 

At one point, Mitchell became so exasperated with the system that he addressed a 

letter to the Marine Corps Landing Force Development Center suggesting the creation of 

an independent Helicopter Board to deal with such problems. This was a view that 

McCutcheon did not share. He felt that any distancing of the Marine aviation program (in 

'' William P. Mitchell to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 22 September 1955. Folder 9. 
Box 7. McCutcheon Papers. 

' ' Ibid.; William P. Mitchell to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 23 August 1956; William 
P. Mitchell to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 7 August 1956, both in Folder 7, Box 8. 
McCutcheon Papers. 
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this case the helicopter program) from ground offícers and their concems, in an attempt to 

independently solve air-ground relationship problems, would meet with disaster.^^ 

When asked to comment on this proposal, McCutcheon wrote the director of the 

Marine Corps Landing Force Development Center stating, "I concur in principle with 

Lieutenant Colonel Mitchell that the helicopter program requires a greater degree of 

planning, coordination, and direction. I do not concur with the proposed method of 

• f\R 

execution." McCutcheon believed that the helicopter was, and would become more so. 

an organic part of the Marine Corps and therefore, such problems should not be solved 

solely within the Marine aviation community. Furthermore, he felt that the missions of 

the Landing Force Development Center and HMX-1 were broad enough to cover the 

objective of providing more guidance to helicopter units creation of a new board.̂ ^ 

McCutcheon countered with the recommendation that the development center add 

a few extra aviation and ground offícers to the Tactics and Techniques and Equipment 

Boards who would have responsibility for studying matters directly related to helicopter 

operations. These offícers, along with others from the development center sections and 

HMX-1, working with aviation consultants from Headquarters, Marine Corps. and the 

Navy Bureau of Aeronautics, would form a permanent committee to address matters 

pertaining to helicopters. This committee would be chaired by the Chief of the Air 

'' Mitchell to McCutheon, 22 September 1955. 

^̂  Keith Barr McCutcheon memorandum to Director. Marine Corps De\ elopment 
Center. undated, Folder 9, Box 7. McCutcheon Papers. 

69 Ibid. 

154 



Section of the Tactics and Techniques Board, which would also be responsible for 

supplying administrative support.^^ 

McCutcheon believed the primary mission of this group should be to prepare 

overall plans for the helicopter program, monitor the execution of these plans, and make 

recommendations to the Commandant of the Marine Corps for their implementation. To 

this end, he felt the board should be given a number of tasks. These included: 

1. Analysis of the Advanced Research Group amphibious warfare concept 
in light of current procurement efforts and make recommendations for necessary 
adjustments in these efforts. 

2. Reviewing and analyzing reports from all operational units with a \'ie\\ 
toward standardizing techniques and procedures, publication of manuals for the 
Fleet Marine Forces, settling confíicts over controversial or debatable practices. 
and scheduling new techniques for further evaluation during exercises and 
maneuvers. 

3. Compiling a list of new projects to be executed by themselves or other 
agencies including the Development Center and HMX-1.^' 

McCutcheon felt this solution would provide the guidance necessary to air and ground 

units regarding helicopter operations, while preventing duplication of effort and ensuring 

^°Ibid.. McCutcheon suggested the following offícers for the committee: the 
chiefs of all of the Tacfícs and Techniques Board secfíons; the Chief of the Air Section. 
Marine Corps Equipment Board; the offícers of the Air Secfíon, Marine Corps Equipment 
Board, the Air Section of the Tacfícs and Techniques Board, and Tactics Section of the 
Tactics and Techniques Board specifícally assigned to helicopter matters: and the 
Commander of HMX-1. Other offícers serving with the Air Secfíon and other sections of 
the Marine Corps Education Center [the modem Marine Corps University]. the G-3 
[Plans and Policies] Branch of Headquarters, Marine Corps, the Marine Corps Division 
of Aviation, and the Rotary Wing Branch of the Navy Bureau of Aeronautics would ser\e 
as consultants to the committee on an as needed basis. 

'' Ibid. 

155 



that standard operating procedures were distributed to all levels within the Marine 

Corps.^^ 

In late January 1957, McCutcheon leamed from the Division of Aviafíon staff that 

he was slated to command an air group with the 2nd Marine Aircraft Wing based at the 

Marine Corps Air Station, Cherry Point, North Carolina. He would go there upon 

complefíon of his tour with the Equipment Board that summer. The news came just 

ahead of his receipt of an "advance welcome aboard" letter from Major General John C. 

Murm, the wing's commander. McCutcheon had worked with Munn two years earlier on 

the Smith Board. In his reply to Munn, McCutcheon noted that, for the general's 

planning purposes in making out assignments, he believed his previous duty best 

qualifíed him for command of a helicopter group. On 22 July 1957, McCutcheon 

received orders detaching him from the Equipment Board, effective 2 August, and 

directing him to report to the 2nd Marine Aircraft Wing as Commanding Offícer, Marine 

Helicopter Transport Group (MAG (HR) (L)) 26.̂ ^ 

McCutcheon departed the Air Section of the Marine Corps Equipment Board with 

a great deal of satisfaction in his staff and its accomplishments. He wrote his successor, 

Colonel L. H. McCulley, "Believe you will fínd this a most interesting job and a place 

where you can initiate a lot of ideas that will improve Marine Aviation. I have enjoyed it 

'' Ibid. 

^̂  Keith Barr McCutcheon to John C. Munn, 23 January 1957, Folder 5, Box 8. 
McCutcheon Papers; Ronald D. Salmon to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 22 July 1957, Folder 
8, Box 7, McCutcheon Papers. 
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more than any duty I have ever had. Your subordinates are generally hand picked, top 

notch lads." McCutcheon certainly had used the position not only to contribute to the 

improvement of Marine aviation, but as a chance to build a foundation which would help 

to catapult him into the highest ranks of the Marine Corps command stmcture. 

McCutcheon arrived at the Marine Corps Air Station, New River, North Carolina. 

in August of 1958 to take command of the newly reorganized Marine Air Group 26 

(MAG-26 (HR) (L)). It was the fírst of two helicopter groups to be restructured under the 

Smith Board recommendafíons. In addifíon, its medium helicopter squadron, HMRM-

461 had received the only fuU squadron of the Marine Corps' new HR2S heavy lift 

helicopters for evaluation purposes^^. 

In March 1951 Sikorsky's Bridgeport, Connecticut factory had received the 

contract for the Marine Corps' fírst heavy lift helicopter. the HR2S or "The Deuce" as it 

was more commonly known. (Under the Department of Defense unifíed designation 

system implemented in 1962, the HR2S would become the CH-37 "Mojave.") It beat out 

competitors Piasecki and McDonnell for the contract. The Navy's Bureau of Aeronautics 

estimated that two full years were necessary to refíne the design and build a prototype. 

'" Keith Barr McCutcheon to L. H. McCulley. 8 February 1957, Folder 5, Box 8. 
McCutcheon Papers. 

^̂  Ronald D. Salmon orders to Keith Barr McCutcheon dated 22 July 1957. Folder 
8, Box 7. McCutcheon Papers; Rawlins and Sambito. 80: Fails, 16. 
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This proved to be opfímisfíc. Not unfíl January, 1954, did Sikorsky unveil the HR2S. h 

was not the last of the helicopter's developmental delays.^^ 

The HR2S was the most advanced helicopter of its time. It possessed a giant 

seventy-two foot diameter rotor powered by twin Pratt and Whitney eighteen cylinder 

engines capable of generating 4,200 horse-power and boasted an offícial rated lift 

capacity of 6,673 pounds of cargo. It also contained a host of innovafíons including a 

forward loading ramp enclosed by clam-shell doors, retractable landing gear, an overhead 

troUey in the cargo compartment to help load and unload equipment, and an advanced 

stabilization system. Most important for amphibious operations, Sikorsky engineers 

designed into the "Deuce" a 3,000 pound-per-square inch hydraulic system capable of 

folding its rotor blades so that the aircraft could be stored in the confíned spaces of an 

11 

aircraft carrier hangar deck. 

During the fírst year of McCutcheon's command of MAG-26, the group put the 

HR2S through its paces. He liked the new craft and on occasion the group got impressive 

performance out of it. In January 1958, the group nearly lost one of its HUS helicopters 

when it made a forced landing in a Florida swamp on a cross-country training flight. The 

surrounding terrain made it impossible to repair the aircraft on site or to remove it by land 

or water. After mnning a few experiments at New River, the group dispatched one of its 

HR2S helicopters to hoist the downed craft out by air. The HUS was then flown to a 

'^Fails, 12-13. 

^Mbid., 14-15. 
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nearby naval station, where it was repaired and retumed to service within the week. 

MAG-26's resourcefulness in puUing off the rescue not only set a new record for weight 

lifted by a single Marine helicopter (the HUS weighed 7100 pounds 500 pounds above 

the HR2S's rated lift capacity) but also pioneered a technique that would save both li\'es 

and aircraft on the battlefíeld later in Vietnam. The feat eamed a letter of commendation 

from the commandant of the Marine Corps congratulating McCutcheon and the group on 

their performance, resourcefulness, and ingenuity.^^ 

Despite its impressive technological advances and performance, and the faith 

McCutcheon and other Marine Corps offícers placed in the craft, the HR2S never lived 

up to expectations. Its advanced technology and (for the time) high performance made 

the helicopter diffícult to manufacture. As Marine Corps historian WiUiam Fails 

summarized the situation, the Sikorsky HR2S was perhaps "too much of an advance in 

the 'state of the art'." In 1956, delays in production prompted the Marine planners to 

study the possibility of acquiring increased numbers of Sikorsky HUS aircraft as a 

temporary stop-gap measure. It also reduced the order for HR2Ss from 180 to 45 by 

1960. By late 1957, when MAG-26 started large scale operational tests of the aircraft, the 

Marine Corps had only fourteen HR2S's and was seeking a replacement. This turn of 

events set back Marine Corps planning for helicopter assault fíve years.^^ 

^̂  Keith Barr McCutcheon to Randolph M. Pate, 30 January 1958 and Randolph 
M. Pate to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 4 February 1958 both in Folder 4. Box 9. 
McCutcheon Papers 

''Fails. 13. 14-16, 58; Rawlins and Sambito, 68-70. 80 
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While the inability to produce the HR2S in quantity set back the realization of 

Marine Corps aspirafíons for the new "vertical envelopment" concept, the Navy's failure 

to provide adequate shipping could have kiUed the program. Despite the progress the 

Corps made during the I950's in refíning the concept and fíne-tuning its organization 

accordingly, historian George Baer argues that the Navy remained, "notably disinterested 

in amphibious warfare."^^ In faimess, it is more likely the Navy believed it had more 

important concems. In the austerity of the Eisenhower "New Look," there simply was not 

enough money for everything. With a hierarchy dominated by aviators and the 

Eisenhower administrafíon's emphasis on nuclear deterrence as the central feature of its 

defense policy, it seems natural that the Navy's shipbuilding interests should gravitate 

toward aircraft carrier and submarine constmction. Something would have to be 

eliminated, and despite (or perhaps in spite of) the lessons leamed in Korea, providing for 

Q 1 

a modemized amphibious force could wait. 

The Marine Corps refused to let their concems go unheeded. Hard lobbying b\ 

Commandants Lemuel C. Sheperd and Randolph M. Pate slowly elicited concessions 

from Navy plarmers. Admiral Arleigh Burke's promotion to Chief of Naval Operations 

helped the process along. Burke became convinced, as Marine Corps planners had, that 

the increased threat of mutually assured nuclear annihilafíon made the possibility of a 

°̂ George W. Baer, One Hundred Years of Seapower (Stanford, Calif: Stanford 
University Press, 1994), 349. 

'̂ Millett, 510, 520; Michael McCrea et al. The Offensive Navy Since Worid W ar 
II: How Big and Why: A Brief Summary (Alexandria, Va.: Center for Naval Anal\ ses, 
1989). 17-18. 
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generalized global conflict less likely. As time wore on, Burke became convinced of the 

necessity to prepare for localized conflict, a change in outlook that favored the Marine 

Corps. Capitalizing on their good relafíonships with the CNO, Shepherd and Pate, over 

time, successfully lobbied for acceptance of the vertical envelopment concept, and then 

secured a plan to provide the ships necessary to make it a reality.^^ 

The greatest need was for a suitable helicopter carrier from which to carry out 

vertical assault operations. Marine Corps planning for such ships dated back to the 

earliest days of the helicopter program. In 1951, the Corps' vertical envelopment 

theoreticians believed that a proper assault against a fírst-rate enemy would require lifting 

10,000 troops and 3,000 to 4,000 tons of equipment. Transporting a force this large. they 

concluded, might require as many as twenty-eight carriers. The Harris Board in 1953 

revised this fígure down to sixteen and this was the number which the Advanced 

Research Group used for its purposes in 1954. Given the budget climate of the times, 

such fígures appear foolishly optimistic. Nonetheless, despite the Navy's focus on 

Forrestal-class carriers and Polaris missile submarines, it found the money to begin 

83 

conversion of a single aircraft carrier for Marme Corps use. 

On 1 June 1955, conversion of Worid War II escort carrier CVE-90 (CVE-

Aircraft Carrier, Escort) into CVAH-1 U.S.S Thetis Bay (CVAH-Aircraft Carrier, 

Assault, Helicopter) began. The conversion was completed 15 months later. Though the 

«2 Millett. 534 

'' Millett, 520. 
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conversion of the Thetis Bay did not come close to addressing the Marine Corps' shipping 

needs, and was wholly inadequate as a combat assault carrier, it did provide a platform 

from which the Corps could experiment and leam while a long-term solution to the 

problem was worked out.̂ "* 

A second CVE conversion, planned for the U.S.S. Block Island was approved in 

Fiscal Year 1957 and work began in January 1958. but was halted by the Navy 

Department in favor of other priorities. This action resulted in a sharply worded letter 

from Pate to Burke: 

I view the recent action by the Secretary of the Navy which eliminated the 
LPH conversion from the Fiscal Year 1957 shipbuilding and conversion program 
with extreme concem. The Marine Corps has reorganized and introduced new 
items of equipment to a degree where it is unquestionably ready to exploit the 
potential of the helicopter. Only one major component of this weapons system is 
missing-the modem amphibious assault ship. . . . 

But without this component of the system our capability in the already 
developed components is negated. This situation is analogous to one which 
would exist if the Polaris [missile] were in being, but the submarines to carry it 
were still years in the future.̂ '̂  

Basically. the Commandant was saying that the Marine Corps was doing its part to ftalfíll 

its Congressional mandate to be prepared as a modem amphibious assault force, but the 

oz 

Navy was holding back the process. 

In May 1957, the Navy and Marine Corps struck a bargain which provided for a 

fíve-year program of constmction and conversion to give the Corps the assault ships it 

'"Fails^^l. 

'' CMC to CNO 16 June 1958, quoted in Fails. 22 

86 Fails. 22. 
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needed. This deal called for the conversion of one CVE and constmction of one new 

LPH in each of the fíve físcal years from 1958 to 1962. However, this stiU meant that 

even the fírst conversions could not enter service prior to 1960. (Conversions of CVEs 

would take two years each; building LPHs from the keel up would take three years each). 

Thus, the Corps was left with the Thetis Bay as its only helicopter platform for at least 

another three years; a situation Marine planners were still uncomfortable with. An 

interim solufíon to the problem came in July 1957 in the form of a proposal from Rear 

Admiral Frederick N. Kivette, to use Worid War II vintage Essex-c\?iss carriers as interim 

LPH's. In early 1958, McCutcheon's MAG-26 tested the feasibility of this solution in the 

largest vertical envelopment exercise conducted to date-Lantphibex 1-58. ^̂  

The premise of the exercise was a hypothetical, though very realisfíc. scenario in 

which the leader of SCARLET, a small Middle Eastern country, had been assassinated, 

prompting intemal chaos and threats of invasion by neighbors VIOLET and ORANGE 

both of which had territorial ambitions on SCARLET's oil reserves. The resultant 

intemal chaos prevented the effecfíve protection of U.S interests and nationals within 

SCARLET's borders. Pro-Communist VIOLET sought to gain a foothold by offering 

military assistance to help stabilize the situation in SCARLET but ORANGE, a nation 

friendly to Westem powers. threatened invasion if the offer was accepted. In order to bu\ 

time, SCARLET tumed to the U.S. for help until it could brace up its intemal state of 

affairs. The U.S. response was a call for FMFLANT move into position to protect U.S. 

'' Rawlins and Sambito, 87-88. 
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interests, evacuate U.S. nafíonals, and stand poised to seize and maintain control of 

SCARLETifdirected.^^ 

Marine Corps plans for the exercise called for a two-regiment vertical 

envelopment of SCARLET's shores (the Onslow Beach-New River coast of North 

Carolina). One helibome regimental landing team (RLT) would depart from Virginia and 

conduct a helicopter assault to re-establish contact with the SCARLET govemment and 

evacuate U.S. nationals from scattered enclaves throughout the country. The elements of 

the second RLT departing from Morehead City, North Carolina, and Viques, Puerto Rico, 

were to rendezvous off the North Carolina coast and conduct a traditional across the 

beach amphibious assault to reinforce the troops already landed by air and prevent 

invasion of SCARLET by her neighbors. 

During this exercise, it was the job of the helicopters of McCutcheon's group to 

deliver the 6th Marines over the beaches.^^ Operating from the carriers Tarawa (CVS-

40), Valley Forge (CVS-59), and Forrestal (CVA-59), MAG-26 successfully landed the 

6th Marines behind the Onslow Beach defenses. In the process they scored a couple of 

major victories for the proponents of vertical assault. First, they demonstrated that the 

CVSs the Navy had offered would make adequate interim LPH's until the newly designed 

88 Thomas A. Manion, "Observers Report, LANTPHIBEX 1-58, "LANTPHIBEX 1 
58 Observers Report'' File, Box 60, Exercises Collection, Archives Branch, MCRC. 

89 Ibid. 

°̂ As it turned out it would be the only assault conducted by a force this large prior 
to the execution of Operafíon Steel Pike in 1963. 
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keel-up LPHs were constmcted. Moreover, their efforts confírmed that such assaults 

could be conducted and coordinated from multiple LPHs, a cmcial point in Marine Corps 

planning.^' 

The successes of Lantphibex 1-58 and subsequent exercises would also produce 

benefíts for the Marine Corps in the long-term. Three stand out of immediate importance. 

One was the production of a comprehensive standard operating procedure for the conduct 

of ship-to-shore movements by helicopter, which was completed in the Spring of 1959. 

Another was a recommendation for reorganizing the helicopter MAGs through a 

realignment of resources that would provide more operational fíexibility and greater lift 

capacity while the Corps waited for replacements for their HR2S (CH-37) and HUS 

(CH-34) helicopters. Finally, and perhaps most importantly, this exercise and subsequent 

similar but smaller scale envelopment exercises conducted by the group during the 

Brigadelex series, yielded valuable data later used in designing both the CH-46 "Sea 

Knight" and CH-53 "Sea Stallion" helicopters as well as the Navy's Landing Platform 

Helicopter (LPH) and Landing Helicopter Assault (LHA) amphibious assault ships. 

'• Rawlins, 88. 

' ' Keith Barr McCutcheon to Victor H. Krulak, 3 June 1959, Folder 6, Box 10. 
McCutcheon Papers; Rawlins, 80-81. A. L. Slaflcosky, "Informal Comments on Working 
Draft of A Developmental History of the Helicopter in the U.S. Marine Corps 1946-1962. 
in the Helicopter History Comments Collection, Archives Branch, Marine Corps 
Research Center, Quantico, Va. Standardization of operating procedures had long been a 
goal of McCutcheon's for the helicopter program dating back to his days as commander 
of HMX-1 in the early 1950's. Completion of such a training document took on even 
greater importance in light of the negative publicity and scmtiny of Marine Corps training 
that took place as a result of the Ribbon Creek incident when six Marines were drowned 
during a boot camp night march exercise eventually blamed on their drill instructor and 
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McCutcheon's group very nearly got to move from the first large scale exercise 

involving a vertical envelopment to the tacfíc's fírst combat test. In July 1958, tension in 

Lebanon escalated with polifícal and religious upheavals generated by the expirafíon of 

Camille Chamoun's term as president. The resulting situation was remarkably similar to 

that just played out in Lantphibex 1-58. Chamoun appealed to the U.S. to intervene to 

maintain the nation's stability. In response President Eisenhower dispatched the 

amphibious group of the 6th Fleet with three battalion landing teams from the 2nd and 

6th Marines to the Lebanese coast. On 15 July, Eisenhower ordered the Marines to 

intervene. As a precautionary measure, the 2nd Division and 2nd Marine Air Wing were 

loaded and prepared to move to the Mediterranean. In the end the Marine, Army, and 

Navy units in the area, in conjunction with Lebanese officials, brought the situation under 

control and the 2nd Division and 2nd MAW were detoured to Puerto Rico to conduct 

exercises in the Caribbean.^^ McCutcheon was bitterly disappointed that his squadrons 

would not get to test the results of their hard work in actual combat. He wrote Major 

General Arthur F. Binney, director of Marine Aviation: 

It was a let down to find out that we are going to Vieques and not Lebanon. 
Then to hear that the Army moved in with H-34s (HUS's) and nurses was a real 
low blow. I hope history will prove that the decision not to send us was the right 
one. I somehow kind of doubt it. 

Marine Corps methods of recruit training. (W. M. Miller to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 
undated, Folder 4, Box 9, McCutcheon Papers.) 

^̂  J. Robert Moskin, The U.S Marine Coms Story 3rd rev. ed. (Boston: Little. 
Brown, & Co., 1992), 598-606; Millet, 541; Keith Barr McCutcheon to Arthur F. Binney. 
26 July 1958, Folder 4, Box 9, McCutcheon Papers 

'' McCutcheon to Binney, 26 July 1958. 
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Later that fall, McCutcheon's group was called on to help in the nation's attempt 

to put a man in orbit. The Nafíonal Advisory Committee for Aeronautics contacted the 

group for help in solving the problems of recovering the Mercury space capsule by 

helicopter after splashdown. McCutcheon's men, working in consultafíon with the staff 

of the NACA's Langley Laboratory, designed the hook and sling apparatus used to 

recover the Mercury capsules. Eventually, it would be MAG-26 that would get the 

assignment to fly recovery for the inifíal sub-orbital Mercury missions a few years later.^' 

During his tenure as commanding offícer of MAG-26, McCutcheon, as always, 

also kept abreast of developments in helicopter technology through correspondence and 

cooperation with industry leaders. He routinely got updates on projects of interest to the 

Marine Corps such as Bell Helicopter's development of the UH-l^^ light transport helo, 

Vertol's work on the YHCl-A^^ medium transport, and Kaman Aircraft's tests of robot 

helicopter drones. MAG-26 also aided Sikorsky with development of all-weather 

95 H. J. E. Reid to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 25 September 1958, Folder 4, Box 7. 
McCutcheon Papers. McCutcheon had long been interested in space fíight dating back to 
his days with Pilotless Aircraft Division. In a letter to a friend written in early 1959. 
McCutcheon wrote: 

It is with a great deal of interest, and at times amusement and nostalgia, 
that I read about the rapidity of developments in the various fíelds of aeronautics. 
astronautics, and what have you. When I think back on the problems we had to 
raise a lousey [sic] $50,000 for the earth satellite study and the unsuccessful fíght 
to launch a modest test vehicle program, I take some consolation in the fact that at 
least we were thinking, and way ahead of the present multitude of experts. Oh. 
well, progress is sure but often slow. (Keith Barr McCutcheon to William 
Bergen, 1 May 1959. Folder 6, Box 9. McCutcheon Papers.) 

96 This was the famous "Huey" of the battlefíelds of Vietnam 
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helicopters by testing and evaluating a few specially modifíed HUS*s, and assessed the 

potential of adapting the Ryan Aeronautical Company's APN-97 Doppler navigator for 

use in helicopters. The industry so respected McCutcheon, that through the summer of 

1958, Gerald Clark, the vice-president of Bell Helicopter, tried to enfíce McCutcheon to 

refíre from the Corps and join the fírm as a consultant on military projects.^^ 

MAG-26 under McCutcheon's command demonstrated great resourceflilness. 

innovative thinking, and willingness to work hard. Another characteristic which 

McCutcheon insfílled in it, was a penchant for outstanding public relations and public 

service. He understood as well as any Marine commander that the success of the Marine 

Corps and its programs, especially its developmental programs, depended on the good 

will of civilian authorities, legislators, and the average citizen. Sometimes this took the 

form of providing courtesy transportation to everyone from the Commandant of the 

Marine Corps, to the Vice President of the United States, to the King of Belgium. Other 

times it was as memorable as delivering Santa Claus to the 2nd Division dependents' 

' ' The YHCl-A would eventually be developed into the CH-47 "Sea Stallion" 
which would eventually replace the obsolete HUSs (CH-34) in the Marine Corps 
inventory during McCutcheon's term as the Deputy Chief of Staff for Air in 1967. 

' ' Hans Weischel to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 2 September 1958, Folder 4. Box 9. 
McCutcheon Papers; Robert G Banhart to Keith Barr McCutcheon, Folder 6. Box 10. 
McCutcheon Papers; Charies Kaman to Keith Barr McCutcheon. 7 October 1957, H. C. 
Langenfeld to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 21 November 1957 both in Folder 5. Box 8, 
McCutcheon Papers; Robert J. Torok to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 10 December 1958. 
Folder 4, Box 9, McCutcheon Papers; E. R. Sanders to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 2 March 
1959. Folder 6, Box 10 McCutcheon Papers; Gerald B. Clark to Keith Barr McCutcheon 
dated 3 March 1958 and 14 September 1958 both in Folder 4. Box 9. McCutcheon 
Papers. 
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Christmas Party at Camp Lejeune. On occasion it was as serious as when the group 

provided helicopters to render assistance to flood victims in Valencia, Spain, or to aid the 

North Carolina highway patrol in the search for the killer of two state patrolmen, or to 

supply the men and equipment to install generators to keep the only full time radio station 

in Jacksonville, North Carolina on the air broadcasfíng instmctions and bullefíns during 

Hurricane Helene in September 1958. So good was the wing's relationship with the 

media and VIPs that it drew a letter thanks from one of the local television stations in 

Wilmington, North Carolina, and several personal letters of gratitude from the Marine 

Corps Commandant, General Randolph M. Pate. These gestures were of great 

signifícance at a time when the Corps was desperately trying to recover from the blow 

dealt to its image in the wake of Ribbon Creek.̂ ^ 

Between 1954 and 1958, the Marine Corps re-evaluated its role in the nation"s 

defense. Building on ideas fírst promulgated at the close of World War II and given 

limited testing in Korea, the Marine Corps took up a formal review of its amphibious 

warfíghting doctrine. The culmination of the process was the "new amphibious concept" 

formulated by the Advanced Research Group. In light of this new line of thought on 

amphibious warfare, the Corps then undertook a complete overhaul of its stmcture and 

' ' Randolph M. Pate to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 21 January 1958, Randolph M. 
Pate to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 23 April 1958, Wallace M. Greene to Keith Barr 
McCutcheon, 8 January 1958 all in Folder 4, Box 9, McCutcheon Papers; C.O. HMR-
262 letter to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 17 October 1957, James R. Smith to Keith Barr 
McCutcheon, 20 November 1957, all in Folder 5. Box 8, McCutcheon Papers: Robert P. 
Mendelson to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 29 September 1958, Folder 4. Box 9, 
McCutcheon Papers; Claud O'Shields to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 11 April 1959. Folder 
6, Box 10, McCutcheon Papers. 
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command relafíonships. In the process it also put into place a development system for 

evaluation and testing of the tactics, techniques, doctrine, and equipment necessar> to 

implement this new vision. The austerity of the Eisenhower administration's "New 

Look" defense program with its massive retaliation strategy and "more bang for the buck" 

procurement policies often hampered this development. However, the Marine Corps had 

positioned itself admirably for a fíme when the thinking of a new administration, caught 

up with what Marine Corps planners already suspected about the world strategic situation, 

and implemented a program calling for a "flexible response" to threats to national 

interests. 

Keith McCutcheon, too, had emerged from the period with the foundation for a 

brighter future. He played a key role in the restmcturing the Marine Corps and 

development of the equipment necessary to implement the new amphibious concept. 

More importantly, he became recognized as one of the Marine Corps' leading aviators 

and its most signifícant expert on helicopters. His solution-oriented approach to 

problems brought him to the attention of the Marine Corps senior leadership, both air and 

ground offícers. As a result, his future assignments would place him in a position to 

nurture the vision for Marine aviation developed during this period into an operational 

reality. His ability to comprehend such matters with the comprehensive and systematic 

eye of the engineer, able to address the challenges in terms of the organizational whole. 

would eventually point his career in the direction of the highest levels of Marine Corps 

command. 
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CHAPTER V 

IMPLEMENTING AND TESTING THE MAGTF CONCEPT 

Dear Keith: 

Your boys were wonderful in Starlight [sicj. The important point, 
however, is not that they were wonderful there, but that they have this 
capability to do the same sort ofthing any given day. This was not a one 
shot effort and this we must get across in every possible way. 

Victor H. Krulak to Keith McCutcheon, 23 August 1965 

For nearly ten years the Marines thought about, investigated, tested, and 

reorganized ft)r a new style of amphibious warfare. As the decade of the 1950s closed, 

basic operational tests had begun. Problems of technology and process still needed to be 

overcome and Marine Corps thinking was out-pacing its budget, manpower, and 

technological development. However, by the outbreak of the Vietnam War. it had refíned 

the system suffíciently to try it in combat. Over the next several years Keith McCutcheon 

would play a key role in seeing that the new approach was implemented, given 

organizational stability, and brought successfully through its fírst combat trial. 

McCutcheon left New River for the National War College, arriving in July 1959. 

The college was a year long school focused on the formulation and execution of national 

security policy. In each class, the college admitted a number of military men and 

civilians who were expected, in time, to be charged with the development or execution of 
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American strategic objectives. For this reason, McCutcheon considered completion of 

the school vital to his future advancement in the Marine Corps. Classes at the college 

were conducted in seminar format and were supplemented by lectures, outside readings, 

discussions and individual research projects designed to "stimulate creative thinking, 

imaginafíon, intellectual curiosity and interest."* 

At the war college, McCutcheon found himself in distinguished company. He 

was assigned as a member of what became known informally among its members as the 

Afrikaaner group, It was so called because, as part of their schooling, they spent a short 

time in Angola observing the civil war in progress there. Included were some of the most 

distinguished military leaders to emerge over the next decade: Marines Keith 

McCutcheon and Lewis W. Walt, and Walter T. Kerwin and William B. Rosson of the 

Army. Within three years all would make flag rank. AU would retire as full generals in 

their respective services. 

Upon completion of his tour with the National War College, Headquarters, 

Marine Corps reassigned McCutcheon fírst as Assistant Director and then Director of 

Marine Aviation. This was McCutcheon's fírst tour on the staff of the Commandant of 

the Marine Corps. The timing could not have been better. The combination of the 

ascension of the team of David M. Shoup and Wallace M. Greene, Jr.. to leadership of the 

Corps, and the election of John F. Kennedy as President of the United States, set the stage 

' E. W. Suarez to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 18 March 1959. Folder 6, Box 10, 
McCutcheon Papers; Fails, 108. 
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for a fíve-year surge in readiness that would bring the Corps to its greatest state of 

peacetime preparedness on the eve of American entry into the Vietnam War. One of the 

most visible manifestafíons of this effort, was formal implementation of the Marine Corps 

Air Ground Task Force (MAGTF) concept as the basis for the Corps' planning and 

conduct of future wars. 

The appointment of Major General David M. Shoup to the commandancy of the 

Marine Corps marked the end of an era in Corps leadership. For more than twenty-fíve 

years, policy making had been dominated by the "Ist Division Gang" who had succeeded 

in honing amphibious warfare into the formidable weapon it became on the beaches of 

the Pacifíc in World War II. As impressive as this accomplishment was, President 

Eisenhower by the late 1950s came to view the senior leadership of the Corps with 

suspicion. He felt this group of generals was too focused on protecting the roles and 

missions of the Marine Corps to the detriment of a unifíed national defense policy as 

administered by the Offíce of the Secretary of Defense. 

Eisenhower interpreted the Marine Corps focus on "conventional warfare'' as an 

attempt to tie the nation to a policy of greater defense spending and a growing military 

industrial complex, something the president felt needed to be curbed. Moreover, 

Eisenhower's senior military advisers sympathized. Secretary of Defense Thomas S. 

Gates, Secretary of the Navy William B. Franke and the Joint Chiefs of Staff all felt the 

Corps needed leaders with the "capacity for dealing objectively-without extreme service 
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partisanship-with matters of the broadest signifícance to our national security.'"" In 

naming Shoup to replace Randolph M. Pate in 1960, Eisenhower appointed someone who 

shared his oufíook. Shoup's appointment over fíve lieutenant generals and four major 

generals more senior than himself not only brought a new outlook to Marine Corps 

leadership, but effecfívely broke the power of the "Ist Division Gang." Upon Shoup's 

promofíon all of the Corps's lieutenant generals, all members of the "Ist Division Gang," 

resigned in protest.^ 

Historian Allan Millett noted that Marines found the new commandant to be 

demanding and brutal in language and behavior toward slack senior offícers. 

Nonetheless, he impressed outsiders with his Medal of Honor (eamed at Tarawa), his 

drive, identifícation with the Fleet Marine Force (FMF), and devotion to Marine Corps 

honor. Shoup's basic goals for the Corps focused on modemization and preparedness. 

He emphasized FMF readiness, better management, more cooperation with the other 

services and the Department of Defense, introduction of modem technology, and people 

issues such as appearance, physical fítness, and training. Where Shoup's direct, no-

nonsense style created tension and threatened his desired outcomes, his chief of staff and 

Assistant Commandant, Wallace M. Greene, Jr. fílled the void. Greene, a native of 

Vermont, a descendant of the hero of the American Revolution, Nathaniel Greene. and a 

- Thomas S. Gates to the President, September 24, 1959. quoted in Millett, 543. 

^ Millett, 542-544; Simmons, 216. 
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naval academy graduate. He was personable and possessed the political skills and tireless 

methodical manner that smoothed over Shoup's rough Midwestem edges.' 

Comcidental to Shoup's promofíon to Commandant was a change in presidential 

administrations that would work in the Marine Corps' favor. John F. Kennedy 

campaigned on the issue of national defense preparedness. Moreover, his military 

advisers convinced him that a nafíonal strategy aimed at a "fíexible response" to crises 

offered a wider range of altemafíves than the Eisenhower's "New Look" policy had. 

These ideas meshed very well with the approach the Marines had taken to warfíghting 

since the end of Worid War II. To some extent, Kennedy also shared the Corps' 

suspicion of the wisdom of the senior leadership of the larger services. Thus, the two 

"outsider facfíons," the new administration and the Marine Corps, quickly found much 

common ground in both approach and atfítude and formed an quick alliance. Millett 

wrote, "Flexible response could hardly have been more attractive, for the new policy 

stressed conventional force, greater manpower, equipment modemization, and strategic 

mobility."^ 

Keith McCutcheon arrived at Headquarters just after these changes in national and 

insfítutional leadership took effect. The offíce of the Director of Marine Aviation 

^ Millett, 553-554. 

" Millett, 545. A more detailed examinafíon of the differences in policy between 
the Eisenhower and Kennedy administrations can be found in Allan R. MiUett and Peter 
Maslowski, For the Common Defense: A Military History of the United States of 
America, rev. ed. (New York: The Free Press, 1994), 531-563 and Richard A. Aliano. 
American Defense Policy from Eisenhower to Kennedy (Ohio University Press, 1975). 

175 



provided advice to the Commandant of the Marine Corps on aviation matters and served 

as a liaison with the Navy's Bureau of Weapons from which Marine aviafíon drew its 

support.^ In his assignments as Assistant Director, and later Director, of Marine 

Aviation, McCutcheon found himself in the thick of General Shoup's modemization 

program. Before his tour at Headquarters ended he would exert influence in a number of 

areas including the acquisition of new equipment for Marine aviation, modemization of 

the Marine Air Reserve, and fínal refínements and implementation of the long studied and 

debated MAGTF concept. 

Emphasis on mobility, flexibility, and readiness had been central to the Marine 

Corps' experimentation with helicopters since the late 1940s. These ideas were 

maintained as the impetus for the Advanced Research Group and restmcture board 

studies of the 1950s as well as the basis for Commandant Shepherd's formulation of the 

MAGTF concept during the same period. While all this effort provided a foundation for 

a working doctrine, limited funding, national defense policy, and interservice in-fíghting 

had produced little more than a highly refíned theory with little organizational reality. As 

part of Shoup's modemization and preparedness program, therefore. one of the fírst 

orders of business was to translate the MAGTF concept into a funcfíoning tactical. 

^ The importance of this offíce was recognized when Commandant Shoup. over 
the opposition of many ground officers, reorganized Marine Corps Headquarters in 1963 
and elevated the position of Director of Marine Aviation to Deputy Chief of Staff (Air). 
mandating that this position be held by an officer of flag rank. Millett. 552: Keith Barr 
McCutcheon to John P. Condon. 25 September 1961. Folder 3. Box 11. McCutcheon 
Papers. The Bureau of Aeronautics had been merged with the Bureau of Ordnance in 
1959 to create the Bureau of Naval Weapons. See Isenberg. 768. 
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organizational, stmcture throughout the Marine Corps. To work out details, Shoup 

needed look no further than his own staff for the requisite expertise. In Assistant 

Commandant Wallace Greene and Director of Marine Aviation Keith McCutcheon, the 

Commandant had two in-house officers experienced with combining air and ground 

assets an effective combat team. Greene had commanded the 2nd Division and 

McCutcheon Marine Air Group 26 during the critical Lantphibex and Brigadelex vertical 

envelopment exercises in 1958 and 1959. 

The Headquarters staff s efforts to develop a plan to implement the MAGTF 

concept led the Commandant to issue, in April 1962, Marine Corps Order 3340.3 

"Employment of Marine Corps Air-Ground Task Forces in Future Amphibious 

Operations." This order provided for a flexible escalating force stmcture for deploying 

combined air and ground teams tailored to meet specific nafíonal emergencies. It 

envisioned three basic types of MAGTF, Marine Expedifíonary Units (MEU), Marine 

Expeditionary Brigades (MEB), and Marine Expeditionary Forces (MEF). These could 

include various combinafíons of elements but always contained a ground combat element. 

an aviation combat element, and a combat service support element. 

The most basic of these, the MEU, was to be commanded by a colonel and 

normally formed around a battalion landing team and composite helicopter squadron, 

though an attack squadron or observation squadron might be added depending on 

^ Millett, 547 

^Millett,547.Clifford, 110. 
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circumstances. The MEU would be supported by the Force Service Regiment and other 

division, wing, and force resources. ft would normally be deployed to deal with low 

intensity situations as a deterrent force to prevent escalation into a more general 

confrontation or to protect U.S. cifízens and interests in a localized emergency. The next 

level of this stmcture was the MEB, normally commanded by a brigadier general and 

composed of a regimental combat team, a Marine Air Group, and the Force Support 

Regiment with additional combat support coming from naval units. It would normally be 

deployed for vertical envelopment assault operations in low- and mid-level intensity 

conflicts and interventions. As envisioned, each Marine division/wing team^ would have 

the capability of deploying two MEBs capable of independent operafíon if the need arose 

to conduct operations in separate geographic locations. The largest combination under 

this structure was the MEF, commanded by a major general or lieutenant general. usually 

composed of a reinforced division and marine air wing. It could also have MEUs or 

MEBs attached as the situation warranted. Available to it was the full range of weapons 

and special units in the Marine Corps and it could be tailored to any situation from 

localized conflict to general nuclear war in any geographic location. Normally. it would 

be deployed in situations calling for long-term commitment of military force. Thus, it 

^ During the early stages of studying the MAGTF concept in the 1950s it became 
common pracfíce to view the Fleet Marine Forces as division/wing teams, i.e.. the Ist 
Division stafíoned in Califomia and Ist MAW in Japan and the 3rd Division/3rd MAW 
in Japan (which were the basic components of Fleet Marine Force Atlantic) and the 2nd 
Division/2nd MAW in North Carolina (the basic component of Fleet Marine Force 
Atlantic). 
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was confígured to carry out all types of ground and air combat. Deployment of Marine 

forces in MAGTFs became a non-negotiable part of Marine Corps doctrine.^^ 

To flesh out the MAGTF concept the Corps needed personnel and modem 

equipment. McCutcheon considered the lack of personnel the worst of the two problems 

with regard to aviation units. In October 1960, he wrote his friend Colonel William G. 

Thrash, commander of MAG-16: 

The biggest problem we face is the overall personnel situation. We know 
that we are down to the bottom of the barrel. However, the projections between 
now and the end of the Fiscal Year look encouraging. We are making headway in 
Headquarters in convincing the rest of the staff, including the Commandant, that 
we need more folks to do our chores. I think within the next few months we will 
be able to break the historic 20% enlisted factor that has been in vogue since the 
ErskineBoardof 1948.^' 

It was a long established practice to think of the number of people assigned to 

Marine Corps aviation in terms of a fíxed percentage of overall Marine Corps strength. 

The naval appropriation of 1920, which permanently established the Marine air arm. took 

this approach. The idea was reiterated by the Erskine Board in 1948 when it suggested 

fíxing the size of Marine aviation at twenty percent of the Corps' enlisted men and thirty 

percent of its commissioned offícers. By 1961, however, this formula proved limiting 

given the expansion of the helicopter program and increased role Marine pilots were 

expected to play in the conduct of amphibious assaults. To complicate matters, the 

Department of Defense had ordered eliminafíon of 3,000 pilots from the military, this 

10 'Clifford, 111-112; Simmons. 217; Millett, 547. 

"Keith Barr McCutcheon to William G. Thrash, 24 October 1960, Folder 8. Bo\ 
10, McCutcheon Papers. 

179 



fígure to be apportioned to each branch by size. In addition airiines were luring pilots 

into more lucrative civilian careers. Furthermore, the pilot shortage forced the Corps to 

detail its pilots to long overseas tours without their families, making civilian careers even 

more attractive. Nowhere was the shortage more acutely felt than in the area of recmiting 

and retenfíon of helicopter pilots. The rapid expansion of helicopter pilot billets 

complicated by the fact that flying helicopters was viewed as "second class" work made 

this a particularly serious problem for a service that had staked its whole warfíghting 

doctrine on the MAGTF and helicopter mobility. By the summer of 1962 the requirement 

for helicopter pilots was forty percent of its total pilot needs. However, only twenty-nine 

percent of all Marine aviators were assigned as such. 

To fíll this void, the Division of Aviation tried a number of expedients. One was 

the MarCad/NavCad program which McCutcheon had inherited along with the division. 

This program required applicants to have two years of college, remain unmarried during 

training, and commit to three years' service upon graduation. Both civilians and active 

duty Marine enlisted were eligible. Although the Marine Corps had high hopes for this 

scheme, it never produced more than about half the pilots Marine planners thought it 

would.' 

'̂  Cosmas and Johnson, 30; McCutcheon to Thrash, 24 October 1960; William G. 
Thrash to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 8 October 1960, Folder 8, Box 10, McCutcheon 
Papers; Fails, 63, 67, 69. 

'̂  Fails, 63-64; Keith Barr McCutcheon to Eari E. Anderson, 19 December 1961. 
Folder 3, Box 11, McCutcheon Papers. 
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Given this disappoinfíng result, McCutcheon began to examine other alternatives. 

These included implementafíon of the Warrant Offícer, Helicopter Only (WOHELIO) 

program and retraining Marine Naval Air Pilots''* who were qualifíed for warrants. These 

solutions were aimed primarily at bringing reservists who were trained helicopter pilots 

back to active duty as regular warrant offícers. When this added effort failed to meet all 

needs, McCutcheon even considered reducing the requirement for pilots by allowing 

some helicopters to be flown by only one pilot, a pracfíce normally discouraged for safet\ 

reasons. The problem was never totally solved during McCutcheon's tenure as Director 

of Marine Aviation. One of McCutcheon's friends and successors, Brigadier General 

Norman Anderson, would eventually fínd it necessary to force 500 fíxed wing pilots to 

transition to helicopters in 1963, but even this did alleviate the situation. Given the 

requirements of deployments to Vietnam, the pilot shortage remained one of the central 

problems facing Marine aviation during the decade. 

The number of qualifíed aviators was not the only problem the division faced with 

pilot training. In Febmary 1961 McCutcheon received word that an article had been 

submitted to the Marine Corps Gazette suggesting that Marines at the Naval Air Training 

'"* Naval Air Pilots were enlisted pilots. They were given this designation to 
distinguish them from their commissioned counterparts offícially called naval aviators. 
All Marine pilots were one or the other. 

^- Helicopters, unlike airplanes, require two hands to control them in flight. 
Without the co-pilot, a pilot could under no circumstances remove his hands from the 
controls without endangering the aircraft and its crew. 

'̂  Fails, 68-69 



Center at Pensacola were "not receiving instmction in Marine Corps matters . . .lacked 

discipline . . . [had] a complete absence of esprit de corps, and . . . [had a] complete lack 

of pride in personal appearance and military demeanor" among other complaints. Such a 

situation McCutcheon found intolerable. Though he personally felt that the article had its 

origins in an incomplete understanding of the flight training program or some personal 

failure of duty on the part of the author to correct the issues discussed, McCutcheon 

nonetheless asked for an informal report from the Marine Corps Liaison offícer at 

Pensacola. The Director of Aviation knew all too well how damaging such allegations 

could be among ground offícers of the Corps. He also sent a letter to the Gazette asking 

that the article not be published, a request that was apparently honored. 

One other training issue of particular concem to McCutcheon was standardizing 

operating procedures, especially in helicopter groups. Division studies indicated that an 

unusually high number of accidents and incidents involving helicopters could be traced to 

failure to follow guidelines specifíed by the Division of Aviafíon or equipment 

manufacturers. While McCutcheon devoted attention to providing Marine pilots better 

guidance, he wamed his helicopter group commanders that he expected directives to be 

enforced and adhered to. One of things that brought McCutcheon some comfort was the 

fact that long fíme friends Paul T. Johnson and Eari E. Anderson commanded the two 

major helicopter air groups. He knew both offícers from previous duty assignments and 

'̂  Keith Barr McCutcheon to Charles Somers. 6 Febmary 1961. Folder 1, Box 18 
McCutcheon Papers. 
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encouraged them in their plans to begin joint staff meetings to discuss and work out 

solufíons to mutual problems.^^ 

Modemization of Marine Corps aviafíon in accordance with Shoup's vision for 

combat readiness was not limited to adding more and better trained personnel. -'New 

Look" era budgets made it neariy impossible for the Corps to replace aging equipment. 

During his tour with the Division of Aviafíon, McCutcheon closely monitored and 

fostered programs that led to development and eventual deployment of a wide range of 

new aircraft. Included among these were the Boeing-Vertol CH-46 "Sea Knight.'" 

Sikorsky CH-53 "Sea Stallion," and Bell UH-IE "Huey" helicopters; and fíxed-wing 

aircraft such as the McDonnell F-4 "Phantom II," Douglas A-4 "Skyhawk,̂ " Chance-

Vought F8U "Cmsader," North American OV-IO "Bronco," and Grumman A-6 

•Intmder."'^ 

Despite these victories, McCutcheon failed to convince the Department of 

Defense to fund one project of special interest to the Marines: development of a 

Vertical/Short Takeoff and Landing (V/STOL), fíghter/attack airplane. Marine planners 

had been interested in this type of aircraft since the late 1950s mainly because inherent 

'̂  Keith Barr McCutcheon to Eari E. Anderson, 20 September 1961, Folder 3. 
Box 11, McCutcheon Papers; Keith Barr McCutcheon to Earl E. Anderson. 11 August 
1961;KeithBarrMcCutcheonto JohnH. King, 3 March 1961, both in Folder l.Box 18. 
McCutcheon Papers. 

' ViUett, 550-551; Keith Barr McCutcheon to Arthur F. Binney. 30 October 196! 
Folder 3. Box 11, McCutcheon Papers; Frank N. Piasecki to Keith Barr McCutcheon. 4 
March 1961, Folder 1, Box 18, McCutcheon Papers; Don W. Dickinson to Keith Ban-
McCutcheon, 12 August 1960, Folder 8, Box 10, McCutcheon Papers: Fails, 42-58. 
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design limitations on armed helicopters meant they would never meet the speed, range. 

and payload requirements necessary to make them an adequate replacement for fíxed-

wing close air support planes in the Marine Corps. V/STOL technology promised the 

best of both worids, combining the range, speed, and payload, of attack planes with 

ability to operate from short fíelds or the restricted flight decks of the Corps' new 

helicopter carriers (LPH's). Although many American manufacturers proposed and tested 

designs, the Marine Corps believed that the Brifísh Hawker-Siddley "Harrier" offered the 

most promise for both LPH and quick response shore-based close support operations. 

The Offíce of the Secretary of Defense refused to seek development funds, however. and 

instead offered the North American OV-10 "Bronco," an aircraft wholly inadequate to the 

role the Corps envisioned for the Harrier. In spite of this setback the Marines would 

continue to pursue this vision. 

Equipment problems did not always center on replacement and procurement of 

modem combat aircraft. One of the more irritating minor equipment problems which 

nearly blew into a major embarrassment for the Division of Aviation centered on the 

ASC-180 sling. The sling was used for hoisfíng cargo by helicopter and problems with it 

had been the catalyst for a barrage of letters to the division from MAG-16 commander 

Colonel John H. King. A division investigafíon suggested that the problems stemmed 

from the group's failure to foUow standard operating procedures and comply with 

manufacturer's specifícations. The issue was considered settled until McCutcheon 

^̂  Fails, 56-57; MiUett, 551; U.S Marine Corps, "Harrier AV-6B Program" I-l 
10. copy in Folder 4, Box 7, McCutcheon Papers. 
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received word that one of the helicopters of MAG-26 lost astronaut Virgil I. "Gus'" 

Grissom's capsule after his sub-orbital Mercury flight on 19 July 1961. Fearing that the 

division had missed something regarding the ASC-180, McCutcheon, on receiving news 

of the incident, quickly put in calls to MAG-26 headquarters and was eventually assured 

that the loss of the Liberty Bell 7 did not stem from failures in Marine Corps equipment 

or procedures. Subsequent investigation showed that the hatch of the Mercury capsule 

had been blown prematurely after splashdown. Although helicopter pilot Lieutenant 

James L. Lewis attempted to recover the craft it had taken on so much water that it 

weighed over 5,000 pounds, well above rated lift capability of his Sikorsky HUS 

helicopter. Waming lights on the helicopter's instmment panel indicated that the effort to 

lift the sinking capsule was buming out its engine. Rather than risk losing both aircraft, 

Lewis decided to cut loose the Liberty Bell 7 while a second Marine helicopter moved in 

to rescue Grissom. Eventually the loss was determined to be accidental and a result of an 

equipment failure in the capsule's hatch system. 

The modemization programs of the Shoup commandancy also extended to the 

reserves. Budget and manpower cutbacks unaltered since the Eisenhower administration 

forced the commandant to reconsider the role of reserves and make them an integral part 

' ' McCutcheon to King, 3 March 1961; McCutcheon to E. E. Anderson, 20 
September 1961; Keith Barr McCutcheon to Eari E. Anderson, 21 July 1961. Folder 1. 
Box 18, McCutcheon Papers; Lloyd S. Swenson, Jr. et. al. This New Ocean: A Histor\' of 
Proiect Mercury (Washington, D.C.: Scientifíc and Technical Informafíon Division. 
Offíce of Technology Utilizafíon, National Aeronautics and Space Administration. 1966). 
369-376: Virgil I. Grissom, "The Trouble with Liberty Bell 7." in We Seven (New York: 
Simon and Schuster, 1962), 294-298. 
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of his plans to increase Marine Corps combat readiness. Instead of viewing the reserves 

as replacements for combat attrition in regular divisions, Shoup decided to reorganize 

them into the 4th Marine Division and 4th Marine Air Wing. These would be composed 

of a cadre of regular offícers and NCOs represenfíng ten percent of their total strength, 

with the balance fíUed out by reserves. This change took time to implement, but 

eventually the readiness and equipment status of the reserve improved and it instilled a 

sense of mission, esprit, and professionalism. Working closely with his friend Brigadier 

General Louis B. Robertshaw, who had responsibility for the training and equipment of 

the 4th Wing, McCutcheon used his influence at Headquarters to modemize the wing"s 

equipment, particularly aircraft, and to lobby for increased training drills that would make 

reserve pilots truly combat ready in the event of a national emergency. 

On 2 Febmary 1962, Shoup sent word to McCutcheon that he had been promoted 

to the rank of brigadier general and would be heading for Hawaii as commander of the Ist 

Marine Brigade. The brigade was a unique organization in the Marine Corps. Unlike 

other air-ground unit combinations that trained together only during maneuvers and 

exercises, the 1 st Brigade was a permanently organized, peacetime, MAGTF whose 

elements were charged with working out and training on the minute details of combined 

arms cooperation.^^ An Armv, Naw, Air Force Joumal and Register article reported. 

^̂  Millett, 552. Louis B. Robertshaw to Keith Barr McCutcheon. 26 September 
1961, 10 October, and 4 December 1961; Keith Barr McCutcheon to Louis B. 
Robertshaw, 4 October 1961, 16 October, and 28 December 1961; all in Folder 3, Box 
11. McCutcheon Papers. 

^̂  David M. Shoup to Keith Barr McCutcheon. 2 Februar>' 1962. Folder 7. Bo\ 10 
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"The composifíon of the Brigade . . . permits . . .a crosstraining program wherein our 

various elements are given orientation and indoctrination in the way in which elements 

other than their own live, work and train. We consider it important that each Brigade 

Marine understand and appreciate how all units of the Brigade ftinction."^'' Shortly after 

taking command, McCutcheon wrote Assistant Commandant of the Marine Corps 

Wallace Greene, "It is indeed a unique organization and it is too bad every Marine offícer 

couldn't get a rotated through here for a tour. In no other place are the air and ground 

units so entwined and no where [sic] else do the problems, techniques. and philosophies 

present such a contrast.""^^ 

McCutcheon arrived in Kanehoe to fínd the brigade in disarray. He had been told 

by predecessors that one of the best aspects of the unit was its low personnel tumover 

rate. Upon arriving, however, McCutcheon leamed that nearly every key offícer of the 

command was shortly to be rotated out; including every offícer of the generaFs staff, the 

commanders of the brigade's two infantry regiments, and the commander of MAG-16 the 

brigade's air group. As his fírst challenge, McCutcheon found himself faced with the 

time consuming task of rebuilding the brigade's senior command stmcture.^^ 

McCutcheon Papers. 

^^ David M. Shoup to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 2 Febmary 1962, Folder 7. Box 10 
McCutcheon Papers. "Marine Corps Air Ground Brigade in Hawaii is a Unique 
Organization." Armv, Naw, Air Force, Joumal and Register, 22 June 1963, 16-17. 37. 

^̂  Keith Barr McCutcheon to Wallace M. Greene. 3 April 1962. Folder 4. Box 12. 
McCutcheon Papers. 

26 Ibid. 
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Tumover in the senior staff undoubtedly complicated solving the other major 

problem confronting McCutcheon on his arrival: reform of the brigade's logistics 

systems. This was a local manifestafíon of a larger problem which arose in the wake of a 

study done by the General Accounting Offíce in 1960, which, according to historian Allan 

Millett, "found supply management an undiscovered art in the Marine Corps."^^ Marine 

Corps supply systems had remained unchanged since Worid War II. There was no 

centralized management authority and no automated tracking of supplies and equipment. 

Reliance on this archaic system resulted in massive cost overmns, intolerable delays in 

ordering and delivering supplies, and inability to locate much of the materiel purchased. 

To correct this, Headquarters, mandated sweeping reforms, including the implementation 

of new automated tracking systems, which, by April of 1962, had begun to impact the 

brigade. McCutcheon worked diligently to keep up with the fíurry of new logistics and 

fínance policy directives. Though the task was made more diffícult by the tumover in 

staff personnel, he did believe the changes would result in improvements in the supply 

-) o 

system and the brigade's ability to deploy units to combat should the need arise.^ 

Such a need might well arise. By early 1962, there was growing concem among 

polifícians and military plarmers over the situation in South Vietnam. In 1961 the 

Kennedy administration instituted assistance programs designed to strengthen the 

govemment of President Ngo Dinh Diem and the Army of the Republic of Vietnam 

^̂  Millett, 546. 

^̂  Ibid., McCutcheon to Greene, 3 April 1962. 
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m (ARVN). Based on American experiences in the Philippines and British operations 

Malaya, these advisory and assistance efforts incorporated a strategy of combining 

military operafíons against guerrilla units and police and intelligence activities targeting 

Viet Cong cadres. During 1961, the number of American military advisers swelled from 

900 to 3,000 with a corresponding increase in civilian experts assigned to the American 

embassy in Saigon. If the situafíon worsened, McCutcheon's brigade would likely be 

among the fírst large combat units deployed to Vietnam.^^ 

McCutcheon had barely had time to get a grasp of the problems he faced as the 

new commander of the Ist Brigade when he was sent to Vietnam to observe the SEATO 

Air Cobra exercise as the representafíve of Pacifíc Fleet commander Admiral John H. 

Sides and Fleet Marine Force, Pacifíc commander Lieutenant General Alan Shapley. Air 

Cobra simulated a combined arms operation against an aggressor in Thailand coordinated 

by the Marine Corps. McCutcheon did not think it was much of an exercise but 

considered the close air support provided by the Marine squadrons to be a shining 

example of the effectiveness of the Marine Corps system of air support command and 

control. He reported that the demonstration convinced many allied commanders and even 

some U.S. Air Force offícers of the Marine system's superiority."^^ 

Allan R. Millett and Peter Maslowski. For the Common Defense: A Militarv 
History of the United States of America rev. ed. (New York: The Free Press. 1994), 574 

°̂ Keith Barr McCutcheon to John P. Condon, 1 May 1962; Keith Barr 
McCutcheon to Marion E. Cari, 7 May 1962; both in Folder 4, Box 12, McCutcheon 
Papers; Edward J. Marolda and Oscar P. Fitzgerald, The United States Naw and the 
Vietnam Conflict: From Military Assistance to Combat, 1959-1965 (Washington. D.C.: 
Naval Historical Center. Department of the Navy. 1986). 285. 
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While in Southeast Asia, McCutcheon also visited the Marines' Shufly^' base and 

observed the first combat operafíon of this organization on Easter Sunday, 1962. From 

his observations and conversafíons with the operafíon's senior offícers, McCutcheon 

developed a few recommendations which he passed on to the Division of Aviation upon 

his retum. One was the suggestion that consideration be given to mounting light machine 

guns in the doors of the Marine HUS helicopters to provide spraying fíre in the landing 

zone. He had discussed this idea with Shufíy commander John Carey. Carey felt the 

added weight of the machine gun did not justify the loss in payload that would result, 

especially if close air support could do the same job more effectively, but McCutcheon 

remained unconvinced. McCutcheon also perceived a need for a light armed airplane to 

^7 

provide escort and support for helicopter transport operations. 

McCutcheon retumed to Hawaii to a fmstrating year with the Ist Brigade. 

Despite his primary mission of training the brigade's elements in combined air-ground 

operations, a number of factors interfered with his ability to be as successful as he would 

have liked. Aging amphibious shipping and budget constraints limited the amount of 

transportation available for exercises. This problem worsened when the largest part of 

the First Fleet's amphibious resources, the primary conveyance for the Ist Brigade, were 

sent to the Caribbean during the Cuban missile crisis. The brigade itself suffered 

'̂On 9 April 1962 a Marine air-ground force composed of HMM-363 and Marine 
Air Base Squadron 16 under former HMX-1 commander Colonel John F. Carey landed al 
Soc Trang and began operations under the code name Shufl> 

"' McCutcheon to Cari, 7 May 1962. 
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personnel shortages resulfíng from transfers, court-martials, and an inordinate number of 

infantrymen discharged for homosexuality. Finally, the brigade lost its air group to 

recovery operafíons for NASA. Fully half of Operation Cross Bar. the full brigade 

exercise conducted in fall of 1962, had to be canceled as a resuh.^^ 

In January 1963, McCutcheon changed stafíons. Though he remained in Hawaii. 

he was re-assigned to the staff of Commander-in-Chief, Pacifíc (CincPac), Admiral Harry 

D. Felt as Deputy Chief of Staff for Operations. Much of his fírst year in this assignment 

was focused on developing various response plans should greater commitment of U.S. 

forces to Southeast Asia be warranted. From this post McCutcheon began his direct 

involvement with America's longest war.̂ '̂  

The developing crisis in Vietnam kept McCutcheon and his staff busy responding 

to the ebb and flow of events. However, it was a problem linked to possible American 

^̂  Marolda and Fitzgerald, 292; "Commanding General [Keith Barr McCutcheon] 
memorandum "Subj: Homosexuals" 30 July 1962. Folder 5, Box 12, McCutcheon 
Papers; "Marine Corps Air Ground Brigade Hawaii," 17; Keith Barr McCutcheon to 
Marion E. Carl, Folder 1, Box 13, McCutcheon Papers. "Inordinate'" as used here. is a 
reflection of McCutcheon's perspective on the problem. His memo states, "Since 
assuming command of this Brigade I have become deeply concerned about the problem of 
homosexuals. Just since the fírst of this calendar year we have lost the equivalent of two 
rifle squads [26 cases] due to discharges of various kinds directly resulting from our 
Marines participating in homosexual acts." The only hint of a reason for this was the 
prevalence of homosexual activity in the Waikiki community and the ease with which 
broke, intoxicated, Marines on liberty became "prey for these people." He also noted that 
the other services were experiencing a similar problem with homosexual activit\. 

^^ David M. Shoup to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 2 January 1963, Folder 7, Box 10. 
McCutcheon Papers; Keith Barr McCutcheon, interview by Thomas E. Donneily, 22 
April. 1971, transcript, Oral Histories Division, Marine Corps Historical Center. 
Washington, D.C. 



responses to that situation occupied his mind because of the important implications it had 

for the Marine Corps MAGTF concept. One of the scenarios under consideration was the 

introducfíon of American ground forces into Southeast Asia. If such a commitment were 

made, these troops would need to be supported by air. This would be complicated by the 

fact that Pacifíc Command (PACOM) contained forces from all of the different branches 

of the American military and each had organic air arms of various capabilities. There was 

no shared doctrine for coordinating these forces in the event of war, nor for coordinating 

these with SEATO forces should they become involved. Felt appointed McCutcheon to 

head a joint-service board to examine the problem and work out a doctrine for 

coordinating air support in Pacifíc Command.^^ 

This issue fírst came to McCutcheon's attention two years before while he was 

still Director of Marine Aviation. Lieutenant Colonel Victor Croizat, American 

operations deputy, serving with the South East Asia Treaty Organization (SEATO) 

Military Plarming Offíce, sent McCutcheon a report regarding operational control of air 

assets in SEATO war plans. Croizat and his SEATO counterparts were charged with 

working out operations plans and doctrine for joint military action in the event of war. In 

July 1961 he wrote McCutcheon: 

^̂  "Report of the CINCPAC Tacfícal Air Support Procedures Board," Folder 4. 
Box 14, McCutcheon Papers, 1-1 - 1-2. Hereafter, McCutcheon Board Report. Members 
of the board included Army Colonels Edwin F. Black and E. P. Flemming, Lieutenant 
Colonel James J. Meyers, and Major Jack E. Loos; Air Force Colonel Lyle C. Maritzen. 
Lieutenant Colonel Robert G. Coleman, and Major Robert M. Thor; Navy Commander 
Cecil O. Taylor; and Marine Colonel John S. Payne and Lieutenant Colonel Clarence G. 
Dahl. 
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. . .1 have started laying the ground work on some items relating to command 
relations which obviously will have to be cleared up in time. I . . . fínd that 
the old story of control of air is too close to our Air Force party line to make me 
very happy. In addition, I fínd that many of my colleagues do not understand the 
function of the Marine Corps within the Naval Component. Thus without even 
trying I can see some serious work ahead. I am not naive enough to think that the 
sledding here in an intemational arena will be any easier than it has been in the 
purely nafíonal ballpark. But friendly relations have been established and we shall 
get on with the job. Certainly what I fail to accomplish here I will pass on to 
Admiral Felt and to you so that we can try to straighten things out either at 
CINCPACorintheJCS.^^ 

The dispute between the Marine Corps and Air Force over operational control of 

air assets in a theater of joint-service operations, and which now threatened to spill over 

into alliance war planing was an old one, dating back to the Korean Conflict It cut to the 

doctrinal foundations of both the Air Force and Marine Corps (not to mention the Army 

and Navy). Thus, it was one on which both sides were unwilling to give ground. It also 

was a question with grave implications for Marine Corps warfíghting under the MAGTF 

concept if the Air Force's point of view prevailed. For these reasons, it was an issue that 

would consume a good deal of McCutcheon's time and energy over the ensuing seven 

years. Therefore, a little bit of background on the controversy is necessary. 

As has been discussed earlier in this work, the central principle on which aviation 

was established and came to flourish in the Marine Corps was the belief that the sole 

purpose for Marine air units was the support of infantrymen in the fíeld. Furthermore, the 

inability to ensure that Marine aircraft would be used for this purpose when engaged in 

joint-service operations had been the primary issue poisoning relations between air and 

^̂  Victor J. Croizat to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 10 July 1961. Folder 1. Box 18. 
McCutcheon Papers. 
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infantry offícers and had inhibited the growth of the program. During the fífties, senior 

Marine planners came to realize that survival of the Marine Corps itself depended on the 

exploitation of the unique capabilities of an integrated aviation and infantry force. For 

this reason, by the eariy 1960's the Corps had made the MAGTF concept its central 

organization, training, and combat doctrine. There was no possible way the Corps could 

veer from this fundamental commitment. Any attempt to destroy the integrity of this 

concept from the outside would surely be perceived as an attack on the service itself and 

fought to the highest levels within the Department of Defense. 

Air Force doctrine, too, was intimately tied to the American air service's survival 

as an independent entity. Prior to World War II the Army Air Corps had given only 

limited thought to a formal doctrine for the employment of air power. In fact, its fírst 

doctrinal manual to address air-ground relationships and control of aviation forces, Army 

Field Manual FM-31-35, took a view similar to that of the Marine Corps. However, 

wartime experience and exposure to the ideas of British General Sir Bemard Law 

Montgomery, developed during the North Africa campaign, led to a re-thinking of this 

position. The result was the publicafíon of FM 100-20, Command and Employment of 

Air Power, during the summer of 1943. The new manual advocated centralized control of 

air power, stating: 

The inherent flexibility of air power is its greatest asset. This flexibility makes it 
possible to employ the whole weight of the available air power against selected 
areas in tum; such concentrated use ofthe air strikingforce is a battle-winning 
fact ofthefirst importance. Control ofavailable air power must be centralizcd 
and command must be exercised through the Air Force commander ifthis 
inherent flexibility and ability to deliver a decisive blow are to be fully exploited. 
Therefore, the command of air and ground forces in a theater of operations wiU be 
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vested in the superior commander charged with the actual conduct of operations in 
the theater, who will exercise command of air forces through the air force 
commander and command of ground forces through the ground force 
commander.^^ 

Air Force historian Robert Furtrell notes that Army ground forces viewed the new manual 

and its ideas with dismay, calling it the Air Force's Declarafíon of Independence. ^̂  

After the Korean Conflict, the newly independent Air Force made an effort to 

codify its basic thinking on air power in a series of doctrinal publications. One of the 

results of this effort was the publication of Air Force Manual 1-2, United States Air Force 

Basic Doctrine. With regard to the employment of air power, the manual stated: 

Of the various types of military forces, those which conduct air operations are the 
most capable ofdecisive resuhs. . . . With air forces and modem weapons systems 
available it is no longer necessary to defeat opposing armedforces as a 
prerequisite to conducting maj'or operations directly against an opponent, either 
in his sovereign territory or any other locality. . . .the medium in which air force 
operates-space-is an indivisible fíeld of activity, all command arransements 
must be in accord with the basic precept that neither airforces nor theirfield 
activity can be segmented or partitioned among different interests. 

Clearly, Air Force leaders believed that the application of air power would be the decisive 

factor in winning future conflicts and that all other military operations were. at best, of 

secondary importance in defeating an enemy. Thus, the air commander would play the 

^̂  FM-100-20 quoted in Futrell 1907-1960, 138. Emphasis and under striking 
added. 

38 Ibid., 135, 138. 

^̂  AFM-1-2 United States Air Force Basic Doctrine quoted in Futrell, 1907-1960. 
406. Emphasis and under striking added. 
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decisive role in defeating the enemy and must be free to use all the aviafíon assets in the 

theater of operations as he saw fít."*^ 

In the end, the ftindamental differences in the two systems had to do with 

emphasis. The Marines viewed the problem from the point of view of the individual 

soldier in a single battle. The Air Force, charged with a larger responsibility, studied air 

power problems from the stand point of the best applicafíon of the individual aircraft in 

influencing the outcome of the war. Since both organizations lived and trained by their 

doctrines, conflict between the two services over operational control of air assets was all 

but inevitable. 

The addition of SEATO forces into the joint-service equation only complicated 

matters. As Croizat pointed out in his letter to McCutcheon, SEATO commanders, taking 

a cue from British air doctrine, from which the Air Force's ideas were drawn, tended to 

support the Air Force perspective. They also, as Croizat states, were somewhat 

unfamiliar with the exact role the Marine Corps and other services played in the overall 

American defense stmcture. The myriad of perspectives that would be involved in any 

joint operafíons involving PACOM and alliance forces demanded that some 

understanding be reached that would allow the air assets of all to be used in a coordinated 

and effecfíve manner. It was the job of McCutcheon's joint-service CINCPAC Air 

Support Board (McCutcheon Board) to try to work out a solution to this very complex 

problem. Though the board's conclusions, if approved, would only be applicable to the 

40 Ibid., 406. 
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American forces that made up PACOM, there was little doubt that they would studied as 

a model for similar joint-service commands.. 

The tone of the report makes it obvious that the board operated from viewpoints 

that were largely anti-Air Force. ft was clear that the majority of the board members did 

not subscribe to the Air Force's doctrinal view of the superiority of air power over other 

arms, nor the necessity for all air resources to be controlled by a single theater air 

commander. There was a reason for this. The board recognized that the air arms of the 

Army, Navy, and Marine Corps were developed to address specifíc needs that the Air 

Force had de-emphasized. The function of these squadrons was to directly support the 

primary mission of their parent service. Thus, there was a reluctance place control of 

these resources in the hands of a joint-force air commander. However. the board did 

recognize that there were serious problems associated with the possibility of four 

independent "air forces" operating over the same battle zone. For this reason, there was a 

need in a joint-service command to have a "coordinating authority" to establish ground 

rules in the area of operations that would prevent the activities of these independent air 

arms from interfering with each other. 

"Coordinating authority" as defíned by the McCutcheon Board, was a very 

specifíc and limited term. It was vested in a single offícer who was the senior air ad\ isor 

to the commander of a joint-service command. In a land campaign this offícer would 

come from the Air Force. in a sea campaign, from the Navy or Marine Corps. The main 

"" McCutcheon Board Report, 6-1 - 6-2. 
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function of the joint-force air coordinator was to oversee the development of procedures 

for ensuring that the multiple air operations of the component services did not interfere 

with each other and thereby impede their effectiveness. To this end, the joint-force air 

coordinator was responsible for establishing an air control system to coordinate the use of 

air space over the area of operafíons. He also was given command of active air defense 

operafíons over the battle zone. To this end, the individual services would designate 

resources available for this task and they could be allocated and assigned as the air 

coordinator saw fit by issuing orders through the air commanders of the component 

services. However, where the assets designated by the component services could be used 

for other missions, i.e., close air support, it was expected that the joint-force air 

coordinator would not use these aircraft impmdently. The air coordinator also was 

responsible for integrating aerial intelligence gathering missions and to see that the 

information collected was distributed appropriately.^^ 

There were also specific limits on the authority of the joint-task force air 

coordinator. Under no circumstances was the air coordinator to be constmed as an 

overall air commander in the zone of operations. He had no authority to designate 

targets, assign missions, or allocate the air resources of the individual component 

services. Except in the cases listed above, his authority was strictly advisory and his 

function was to foster cooperation among the various service air commanders to arrive at 

compromises over issues of potential conflict. The board took the view that component 

'- McCutcheon Board Report, 6-2-6-14. 

198 



service air commanders were most qualified to determine how best to employ their 

resources to accomplish their missions.''^ 

The board sent its conclusions to Admiral Felt for his approval in December 1963 

These were eventually accepted by the commanders of U.S. Army, Pacific and Pacific 

Fleet and used to modify several SEATO and U.S. war plans, over the objections of 

Pacific Air Force. However, neither Admiral Felt nor his successor as CinCPac, Admiral 

Ulysses S. Grant Sharp, ever signed off on the study's recommendations. McCutcheon 

always believed that the Air Force exerted pressure on both admirals to prevent the 

report's recommendations from becoming offícial PACOM policy. There also seems to 

have been concern over the impact these recommendations might have on theater air 

defense and a fear of a serious battle among PACOM component commanders over the 

issue of roles and missions that the two desired to avoid. This failure to implement a 

defínite policy ensured that the question of operational control of aviation assets in joint 

commands would remain a debated issue in and would retum to haunt Keith McCutcheon 

as the war in Southeast Asia developed. 

For the rest of McCutcheon's tour of duty on the CinCPac staff, he was actively 

involved in planning for the American intervention in Vietnam, particularly with regard 

to the deployment of Marine units. In early 1964 he helped coordinate the deployment of 

43 Ibid. 

^"^McCutcheon, interview. 22 April. 1971, 2: Bemard C. Nalty. Air Power and the 
Fight for Khe Sanh (Washington, D.C.: Offíce of Air Force History. United States Air 
Force, 1973). 69-70. 
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a Marine HAWK''^ anfí-aircraft missile battalion to Vietnam to aid in the defense of the 

airfíeld at Danang. Later, McCutcheon participated in planning for the landing of the 9th 

Marine Expedifíonary Brigade at Danang in March, 1965. He followed them a month 

later. For his service on the CinCPac staff McCutcheon was awarded his third Legion of 

Merit.^^ 

During the month of March, the commanding general of the Military Assistance 

Command, Vietnam, General William C. Westmoreland was re-evaluating the situation 

in order to determine what the American role in on-going civil war in South Vietnam 

ought to be. The primary American objective at the time was to aid South Vietnamese 

forces in their fíght against Communist insurgents until the Republic of Vietnam 

established a stable govemment, military, and political stmcture capable of bearing the 

burden of the war on its own. He decided that the best approach was for American forces 

to take on a three-fold mission: protection of vital U.S. installations; defeat of communist 

attempts to control the provinces of Kontoum and Pleiku; and establishment of enclaves 

in the coastal regions to provide security and build the morale of the South Vietnamese 

citizens. Implementation of this strategy called for an expansion of the Marine presence 

in the I Corps Tacfícal Control Zone (I Corps). 

'̂ The HAWK missile system was a mobile surface to air guided missile designed 
for low altitude, short range air defense missions. 

^̂  McCutcheon interview. 22 April 1971. 3. 

^̂  Jack Shulimson and Charles Johnson, U.S. Marines in Vietnam: The Landing 
and the Buildup, 1965, (Washington. D.C.: History and Museums Division. 
Headquarters, U.S. Marine Corps, 1978). 22-23. The I Corps was composed of the 
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For the Marines this meant further reinforcement of Danang and establishment of 

an enclave in the Hue/Phu Bai area to the north. On 1 April, President Lyndon B. 

Johnson approved this plan and ftirther expanded the Marines' mission allowing them to 

engage in active combat under conditions agreed to by the Secretaries of State and 

Defense. Reinforcement of the Marines in I Corps included deployment of Marine 

aviation units from, Japan, Hawaii, and Califomia. To help in this effort, on 30 March 

1965, Keith McCutcheon, was detached from duty as Admiral Sharp's Deputy Chief of 

Staff for Operafíons and sent to Vietnam as deputy commander of Major General Paul 

Fontana's Ist Marine Aircraft Wing. "̂^ 

McCutcheon arrived in Tokyo on 17 April 1965 and assumed his responsibilities. 

He considered it an honor to be back with the wing which he had served during both 

Worid War II and Korea. At the time of his arrival the Ist MAW consisted of 350 aircraft 

stationed throughout the westem Pacifíc. Most of these were earmarked for Marine 

operafíons in Vietnam. In order to facilitate the buildup of force, the wing's commander 

Major General Paul Fontana set up a forward command post in Vietnam to coordinate in-

country operations. McCutcheon, was placed in charge of the rear area command post in 

Japan and responsible for coordination of support for operations in Vietnam and 

northern South Vietnamese provinces of Quang Tri, Thua Thien, Quang Nam, Quang Tin 
and Quang Ngai. 

"̂^ Shulimson and Johnson, 23; McCutcheon interview. 22 April 1971. 4; Keith 
Barr McCutcheon to Paul J. Fontana, 26 March 1965. Folder 10, Box 14. McCutcheon 
Papers. 
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operational control of the wing's squadrons outside that country.'*^ He spent his fírst few 

weeks inspecting the wing's squadrons and catching up on the latest developments in 

Marine aviation.^^ 

Two weeks after McCutcheon's arrival in Japan, the Joint Chiefs approved the 

establishment of a force/division/wing headquarters to oversee the operations of the 3rd 

Marine Division and Ist Marine Aircraft Wing in Vietnam. The decision paved the wa\ 

for the first combat test of the Marine Air-Ground Task Force concept. McCutcheon and 

his coUeagues were about to find out if the work they had put in since World War II on 

the "new amphibious concept" would pay off.̂ ' 

The JCS decision resulted in the creation of the III Marine Amphibious Force. 

This designation was chosen out of concem for Vietnamese anti-colonial feelings which 

might be stirred by using the term "Expeditionary Force." To support General 

Westmoreland's strategy for the establishment of American enclaves to provide security 

to threatened Vietnamese villages, and to facilitate the buildup of III MAF forces, it was 

''̂  The Ist MAW's mission was support of Navy and Marine Corps operations in 
the westem Pacific. Inifíally, operafíons in Vietnam represented only a slice of this 
overall picture. These other responsibilifíes created the need for dual command posts. As 
the conflict in Vietnam escalated it became diffícult for the wing to effectively manage 
operations both in Vietnam and the westem Pacifíc area. In 1966, FMFPac relieved 1 st 
MAW of the latter responsibility. 

°̂ Keith Barr McCutcheon to John D. Thompson, 18 May 1965 and Keith Barr 
McCutcheon to Homer Hutchinson, 6 May 1965, both in Folder 10, Box 14, McCutcheon 
Papers. 

'̂ Shulimson and Johnson, 36. 
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decided also to land the 3rd Marine Amphibious Brigade at Chu Lai south of Danang in 

Quang Tin province. 

McCutcheon arrived at Chu Lai on the day after the landing along with General 

Westmoreland and 3rd Brigade commander Brigadier General Marion E. Carl. He sent a 

description of the site back to Major General T. R. Milton, the new CinCPac Deputy 

Chief of Staff for Operations: 

Was down at SHU [sic] LAI on D+1 with General WESTMORELAND 
and General CARL. I would like to have all the boats that were down there 
loaded with the sand that is on that beach and tumed over to me at Waikiki. The 
]ocal Chamber of Commerce would sure love to get it. It's the softest beach any 
Marine ever run across and goes inland clear to the foothills. You just don't 
drive vehicles on that sand. It takes mat and dozers to get them around. ^ j 

What made a lovely resort picture quickly tumed into an operational nightmare. In 

order to provide a second airfíeld for Marine air support operations it was decided to 

employ another of the mid-1950's tacfícal developments, the construction of a Short 

Airfíeld for Tactical Support (SATS) at Chu Lai. McCutcheon was placed in charge of 

getting the airfíeld built. According to McCutcheon, FMFPac commander Lieutenant 

General Victor H. Krulak bet MACV Chief of Staff Major General Richard G. Stilwell a 

case of scotch whiskey that the airfíeld would have a fully operational squadron in place 

by the end of the month. Unfortunately, the soft beach McCutcheon so admired proved a 

bane to setting up the air fíeld. The soft sand not only did not suffíciently support the 

^̂  Shulimson and Johnson, 36, 39. 

" Keith Barr McCutcheon to T. R. Milton, 13 May 1965. Folder 10, Box 14. 
McCutcheon Papers. 
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matting for the airstrip but played havoc with vehicle operations and maintenance. A 

decision was made to stabilize the sand with laterite from pits north of the fíeld. In two 

weeks, the Seabees completed 4,000 feet of mnway and 1,000 feet of taxiway. On June 1 

Colonel John D. Noble brought the fírst four A-4 "Skyhawks" of Marine Attack 

Squadron VMA-225 into the fíeld. McCutcheon greeted Noble upon his arrival. Later 

that day four more of the squadron's A-4s arrived. The accomplishment was an 

impressive one. Nonetheless, Krulak paid off on his bet on the grounds that only half of 

the squadron was operational at the fíeld in the fíme allotted.̂ "̂  

That same month McCutcheon leamed that the entire command stmcture was 

about to be shaken up. Major Generals William R. Collins, III MAF commander, and 

Paul J. Fontana, Ist MAW commander, were closing in on the end of their overseas tours 

in Asia. As their replacements, Commandant Wallace M. Greene selected McCutcheon 

for Fontana and Major General Lewis W. Walt for Collins. McCutcheon, in keeping with 

basic MAGTF doctrine, would also serve as deputy commander of the III MAF. Walt 

and McCutcheon had served together before on the FMF Restmcture Board in 1957 and 

then as classmates at the National War College in 1960. Marion Carl took McCutcheon's 

old job. Marine Corps helicopter pioneer, retired Marine Brigadier General Edward C. 

Dyer, wrote to congratulate McCutcheon and expressed his confídence, stating that he 

could not ". . . think of a man more qualifíed to the job in that troubled part of the 

"''* Shulimson and Johnson, 41-42. 
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world." Though the assignment would gamer a great deal of attention for McCutcheon, 

the sweeping changes reflected an entire tumover of the command stmcture, much like 

the one he had faced in the I st Brigade, taking place on the eve of acfíve campaigning in 

Vietnam. Though he was elated with the new job. he wrote his friend Colonel Earl E. 

Anderson, "Things are kicking along at high port out this way and I am sure we will get 

even busier AU I can say is, 'This is a hell of a time to be making a 100% 

tumover'."^^ 

The buildup of Marine aviation in Vietnam paralleled the expansion of ground 

forces in III MAF. At the end of April 1965, the total of Marine aviafíon forces in 

Vietnam was one group comprised of two aircraft squadrons, two helicopter squadrons. 

one antiaircraft missile battery and support and control persormel totaling 1613 offícers 

and enlisted men. By the end of the year the Ist MAW had expanded to include fíve 

groups composed of eight aircraft squadrons, eight helicopter squadrons, two antiaircraft 

missile battalions, and necessary support and control personnel representing a total of 

^' Edward C. Dyer to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 17 May 1965. Folder 11. Box 14. 
McCutcheon Papers. 

^̂  Keith Barr McCutcheon to Norman J. Anderson, 13 May, 1965. Folder 10. Box 
14, McCutcheon Papers; Shulimson and Johnson, 42-44 

'̂  Keith Barr McCutcheon to Eari E. Anderson, 4 May 1965, and Keith Barr 
McCutcheon to Michael R. Yunck, 19 May 1965, both in Folder 10. Box 14. 
McCutcheon Papers. 
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9605 offícers and enlisted men. This total consfítuted about one fourth of the strength of 

m MAF.^^ 

The Ist MAW was a powerful organization with many capabilities. For that 

reason it did not take long for its presence to spark a debate over the familiar issue of 

command and control of air units in a joint-service command. The muddled command 

stmcture that guided military operations in Vietnam made the conflict over the issue that 

much more diffícult to resolve. MACV had overall command of operations in Vietnam. 

MACV was in tum responsible to CinCPac, Admiral U. S. Grant Sharp. MACV's Air 

Force component commander was Major General Joseph H. Moore. When the JCS 

approved the use of Air Force and Navy air assets for Operafíon Rolling Thunder in 

March 1965, Sharp granted coordinating authority for tactical support and air control to 

Moore though he did not grant operational control over Navy air units. This was 

consistent with the McCutcheon Board recommendations made a year and a half earlier. 

Moore believed in the long run that "coordinating authority" was too limiting to produce 

the results he desired and he pushed for the promotion of an Air Force offícer to Deputy 

Commander of MACV with operational control over all aviation forces in Vietnam. 

Admiral Sharp did not approve this, however, he also had never signed off on the 

McCutcheon Board recommendations to make them offícial PACOM policy. 

McCutcheon and other Marine commanders worried about this since it appeared to keep 

the door open for an eventual change in the CinCPac coordinating authority directi\ e. 

^̂  Shulimson and Johnson, 236. 
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The result was a battle between McCutcheon and Moore over operational control of 

Marine aircraft.^^ 

To clear all this up, a series of compromises were reached. Westmoreland, under 

pressure from Admiral Sharp, embodied these in MACV direcfíve 95-4, on 6 May 1965 

which made use of the recommendafíons of the McCutcheon Board study and limited the 

control Moore could exercise over Marine Corps air units. It stated in part: 

Marine Corps aviation resources are organic to III MAF and are 
commanded and directed in support of tactical operations as designated by the 
Commanding General III MAF. The Marine Corps tacfícal air control system w ill 
exercise positive control over all USMC aircraft in support of Marine Corps 
operations and over other aircraft as may be in support of such operations. In the 
event COMUSMACV declares a major emergency, 2nd Air Division will assume 
operational control of certain resources designated by COMUSMACV.^^ 

Then, on 13 July, Westmoreland issued a new directive reiterating Moore's function as 

coordinating authority and III MAF's operational control of Marine squadrons but 

requiring General Walt to notiíy 2nd Air Division daily of air resources in excess of 

Marine requirements that might be used for additional sorties in support of MACV 

objectives. About this same time a dispute arose between Moore and McCutcheon over 

command of air defense operations, Moore desired control of all assets capable of air 

defense missions. However, many Marine aircraft were dual purpose planes also capable 

"̂  William Childs Westmoreland, A Soldier Reports, (New York: Doubleday. and 
Company. Inc, 1976) 90; Shulimson and Johnson, 151-152; Momyer, 81-82, 90-91: 
Keith Barr McCutcheon to Homer Hutchinson, 6 May 1965 and Keith Barr McCutcheon 
to Ed Black, 23 April 1965, both in Folder 10, Box 14, McCutcheon Papers; Victor H. 
Krulak to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 6 July 1965, Folder 11, Box 14, McCutcheon Papers. 

^̂  MACV Directive 95-4 "U.S. Air Operafíons in RVN." 28 June 1966, para 3.e. 
quoted in Momyer. 81 
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of flying close air support missions. Transferring control of them to Moore would 

deprive the Marines of a good portion of their air support capability. After several 

meetmgs, the two agreed to compromise. McCutcheon recognized 2nd Air Division 

control of air defense operations and its authority to alert aircraft, designate targets. and 

control anti-aircraft batteries. However, only the resources designated by McCutcheon 

would come under Moore's control in the event of such an emergency. These 

compromises did not safísfy anyone completely but served as the basis for command and 

control of air operations in Vietnam unfíl the summer of 1968.^' 

Another problem that McCutcheon faced in getting the wing set up was the lack 

of uniform training among the units that made up the wing. McCutcheon wrote to his 

friend Colonel WiUiam P. Mitchell: 

We have a going concem now here in Vietnam. Have a complete cross 
secfíon of the wing's capabilities in place. Needless to say. it is a very interesting 
operation, that also has its fmstrations. . . .a lot of things we have to seemingly 
relearn [sic], and I guess this can be attributed primarily to the fact that we still do 
not have good enough SOP"s that are distributed throughout the Corps. You and 
I have both talked about this many times over the past fífteen (15) years. Perhaps 
each of us has to bear a bit of the blame too. In this connecfíon, I have just 
recently received a copy of my old MAG-26 SOP and using this as a base of 
departure, I hope to get a Wing SOP put together that will cover all types of 
tactical air operations.^^ 

'̂ Momeyer, 81; Shulimson and Johnson, 152; "Memorandum of Agreement 
Between Commander 2d Air Division and Commanding General, First Marine Aircraft 
Wing: Agreement for Participation and Employment of Ist MAW Forces in Support of 
US [sic] Air Defense Operations in RVN.'' Enclosure 1 to "First Marine Aircraft Wing 
Command Chronology, 1 July 1965-August 1965" in Richard E. Lester, ed. Records of 
the U.S. Marine Corps in the Vietnam War Bethesda, Md.: University Publications of 
America, 1990. Hereafter, Ist MAW, CC, July-August 1965. 

^' Keith Barr McCutcheon to WiUiam P. Mitchell, 5 August 1965, Folder 3. Box 
15, McCutcheon Papers. 
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One result was the development of Wing Order 303-65 which, in addition to defíning the 

roles and missions of the wing's various component commands, attempted to set standard 

combat operational procedures wing-wide. If a formal SOP was ever developed the 

record is not extant. Nevertheless, McCutcheon did make the effort to keep other wings 

informed about how Ist MAW approached solving the problems it encountered in the 

hope that the lessons leamed would be used as a basis for training replacement units in 

the United States.^^ 

3y fírst week of August, 1965, McCutcheon had the initial wing units, command 

and control agreements, and basic procedures in place. It was none too soon. B> the end 

of July, III MAF had received reports of increasing militar>' activity in its area. Before the 

end of August, Marine air and ground units would participate in the fírst combat test of 

the Marine Corps vertical envelopment concept: Operation Starlite. 

In late July and early August intelligence reports indicted that the Ist VC 

Regiment was operating in the area south of the Chu Lai compound. On 15 August, an 

enemy deserter revealed that parts of the regiment, including the 60th and 80th VC 

Battalions along with the 52d VC Company and elements of the 45th Weapons Battalion. 

^̂  "Wing Operafíon Order 303-65'" attachment to Ist MAW. CC. July-August 
1965; Keith Barr McCutcheon to George S. Bowman, 9 September 1965 and 25 Februar>' 
1966 and George S. Bowman to Keith Barr McCutcheon 19 March 1965, 30 August 
1966, and 29 January 1966 as examples. Bowman was McCutcheon^s counterpart in the 
2d MAW which was training a large number of the units that would serve as 
replacements for 1 st MAW units during the war. 
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were in the Van Tuong village complex on the coast twelve miles south of Chu Lai. To 

counter the threat to the Chu Lai enclave, the Marines launched Operation Starlite.^^ 

This was conceived as a textbook vertical envelopment. Two battalions were 

assigned to the assault; the 2d Battalion, 4th Marines, and 3d Battalion, 3rd Marines. The 

3d Battalion would land on the beaches south of Van Tuong and push north toward Chu 

Lai. Three companies of the 2d Battalion would be helilifted to three inland landing 

zones east of Van Tuong and push eastward. A company of the 3d Battalion would hold 

in place to the north to prevent the enemy from escaping in that direction. It was hoped 

these maneuvers would force the VC onto the Phuoc Thuan Peninsula east of Van Tuong 

where they would be surrendered or destroyed. In addition to providing helicopters to lift 

the 2d Battalion, elements of the Ist MAW would provide aerial re-supply by helicopter. 

evacuation of wounded. and close air support.̂ ^ 

The operation commenced at 0615. 18 August, with preparation of the landing 

zones by strike aircraft from MAGs 11 and 12 based at Chu Lai. Though Marine 

squadrons expended over thirteen tons of bombs, four tons of napalm and 1600 rounds of 

20mm ammunition in preparafíon, the Viet Cong tenaciously resisted the landing of the 

2d Battalion. Thirteen of the eighteen helicopters of Marine Medium Helicopter 

Squadron (HMM) 363, charged with transporting the battalion to the landing zones. were 

^̂* Shulimson and Johnson, 69-70. 

^^ Shulimson and Johnson, 72 



hh; one had to be destroyed to prevent capture. Nonetheless in just over an hour the 

helilift was completed simultaneously with the amphibious landing.^^ 

The main battle developed near the junction of the two battalions, two miles 

southwest of Van Tuong near the village of An Cuong. Here part of the 60th VC 

regiment ambushed and pinned down some of the amphibious assault elements of the 3d 

Battalion. Company H of the 2nd Battalion moved in as reinforcement and a sharp battle 

broke out near Hill 30, south of the village. Close air support and armor were called in to 

help tum the tide. Marine aircraft flew sixty-two sorties and expended fífty-two tons of 

bombs and 533 2.75 inch rockets in support of the battle; some of this ordnance fell 

within fífty yards of friendly troops. By nightfall, the combined effort broke the 60th VC 

Regiment.^^ 

Over the next few days Marine ground forces conducted mop up operations while 

Marine aircraft remained on airborne alert over the battlefíeld backed up by others on 

twelve and thirty minute strip alert at Chu Lai and Danang. By the time the operation 

ended on 24 August, the Marines had killed 614 Viet Cong, taken nine prisoners. and 

collected 109 assorted weapons while losing only forty-fíve killed and 203 wounded. The 

fírst combat test of the Marine Corps's vertical envelopment doctrine was a success.^^ 

^̂  Shulimson and Johnson, 72; Ist MAW. CC, July to August. 1965. 

^̂  Shulimson and Johnson, 76-78; Ist MAW. CC. July-August. 1965. 

^̂  Shulimson and Johnson. 80; Ist MAW. CC. July-August. 1965 



The cooperation between ground and air forces gamered high praise for the 1 st 

Marine Aircraft Wing and its commander. In a letter to his friend Major General John P. 

Condon, McCutcheon wrote, ". . . .we won a good one near Chu Lai last week. Really 

called the shots on time and place and caught them by surprise. Air played a big part and 

Walt was enthusiastic in his praise for what the boys did."^^ Even years afterward, Walt 

commented: 

I was near the front when this close air support action was taking place. It 
was an outstanding professional performance of the highest order. Strafíng was 
done within 200 feet of our pinned down troops and was a very important factor in 
,our winnmg the battle. I have never seen a fíner example oícîose air support. 

Commanding General, Fleet Marine Force. Pacifíc. Lieutenant General Victor Krulak 

sent a personal letter of commendation to McCutcheon reflecting the larger implications 

of the Wing's successes during Starlite: 

Your boys were wonderful in Starlight [sic]. The important point. 
however, is not that they were wonderful there, but that they have this capabilit\ 
to do the same sort of thing any and every day. This was not a one shot effort and 
this we must get across in every possible way. 

Congratulations to you, to your offícers and your men for a continuation of 
the professionalism, the dedication and skill which has made Marine Aviation 
preeminent in its profession throughout the world. 

We have a precious brotherhood in our air-ground team. It needs to be 
nourished, and the wonderful performance of your command during these past 
few days is the greatest possible nourishment. 

^̂  Keith Barr McCutcheon to John P. Condon, 24 August 1965, Folder 3. Box 15. 
McCutcheon Papers. 

^̂  Comments of General Lewis W. Wah on the manuscript of Shulimson and 
Johnson. quoted in that work on page 81. 

'̂ Victor H. Krulak to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 23 August 1965. Folder 3, Box 
15, McCutcheon Papers. 

212 



Three weeks later, III MAF embarked on its next major operation code-named 

Piranha. Operation Piranha was similar in objectives and execution to Starlite. During 

this action, Ist MAW provided confínuous air support for a combined USMC/ARVN 

amphibious and helibome search and clear operation on the Batangan Peninsula southeast 

of Chu Lai. Airbome landing zone preparation sorties were flown similar to those 

conducted during Starlite. The major difference was that rather than controlling air traffíc 

and operations from the ground, the wing employed an airbome Direct Air Support 

Center (DASC) aboard a KC-130 hovering on station over the landing zones. Unce 

preparafíon was complete, forty helicopters from MAG-16 shuttled the 3d Battalion, 7th 

Marines; the 2d Battalion, 4th Marines; and 3d RVN Marine Battalion into the landing 

zones. This phase of battle also made use of an airborne DASC with operations in the 

vicinity of the landing zones being directed from a UH-IE helicopter. A parallel 

amphibious landing was also made. Though opposition was light, the Ist MAW 

maintained airbome alert aircraft over the area while its helicopters flew medevac and 

supply missions. By the time the operation was terminated, Ist MAW pilots had flown 

175 air support sorties and logged 103 hours flight time. dropping sixty-two tons of 

bombs, and expending 9225 rounds of 20mm ammunition, and 184 rockets. The Marines 

killed 178 Viet Cong, captured twenty weapons, and captured or detained 360 suspected 

enemy. Losses were two U.S and fíve RVN Marines killed and forty-seven U.S. and 

72 

RVN Marines wounded. 

^̂  '̂First Marine Aircraft Wing Command Chronology, 1 September 1965-30 
September 1965" in Lester. ed. Records of the U.S. Marine Corps in the Vietnam War; 
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Operations Red Snapper, Black Ferret, and Blue Mariin rounded out IH MAF 

campaigning before the monsoon season set in. All followed the pattem established in 

Stariite and Piranha and demonstrated that the air and ground forces of III MAF could get 

results with vertical envelopment in search and destroy operations almost as a matter of 

routine. The greatest testimony to this was the performance of the III MAF air-ground 

team during operation Harvest Moon, the largest engagement involving Marine units 

during the year. ^̂  

Harvest Moon was a joint USMC/RVN operafíon that began 8 December when 

the Ist Battalion, 5th ARVN Regiment and I Ith ARVN Ranger Battalion, encountered 

the 70th VC Battalion attached to the III MAF's old nemesis, the Ist Viet Cong 

Regiment, during a search and destroy operation in the Que Son Valley twenty miles 

southwest of Danang. During the aftemoon of the 8th the 1 Ith Ranger battalion became 

heavily engaged and efforts to reinforce it were thwarted by small arms fíre. Marine 

Corps F-4B and A-4 "Skyhawk" aircraft from MAGs 11 and 12 were called in and 

conducted close support sorties against VC positions and damaged two mortar 

emplacements and four stmctures used by the Viet Cong. In addition Marine UH-1E 

helicopters from Marine Observation Squadron (VMO) 6 made rocket attacks and 

Shulimson and Johnson, 91-97 

^̂ . "First Marine Aircraft Wing, Command Chronology. 1 September 1965 to 30 
September 1965;" "First Marine Aircraft Wing, Command Chronology, 1 Octobei to 31 
October 1965;" and "First Marine Aircraft Wing Command Chronology, 1 November to 
31 November, 1965" all in Lester, ed. Records of the U.S. Marine Corps in the Vietnam 
War Bethesda, Md.: University Publications of America, 1990 
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strafíng mns against engaged VC units. Meanwhile, CH-34 transport helicopters from 

HMM-16I, HMM-362, and HMM-364 airHfted 415 troops from the Ist Battalion, 6th 

Regiment, ARVN to reinforce the Rangers.^'' 

The counter attack against the Ist Battalion, 6th Regiment, ARVN on the 

following moming began Phase II of Harvest Moon and prompted the commitment of 

U.S. Marines. Late in the moming of 9 December helicopters from HMM-362 and 

HMM-364 lifted 568 Marines of the 2d Battalion, 7th Marines into the area. Aircraft 

from MAGs 11 and 12 escorted these flights and squadrons from MAG-12 later 

conducted close support sorties against Viet Cong posifíons destroying eight mortar 

emplacements and two machine gun positions. Later that aftemoon the 3rd Battalion, 3rd 

Marines was helilifted into a position two miles southwest of the Ist Battalion, 5th 

ARVN Regiment and eventually effected a link up with the South Vietnamese. Over the 

next two days, Ist MAW helicopter units conducted sixty additional platoon size troop 

lifts in addition to flying medevac, reconnaissance, liaison, and re-supply missions which 

included the delivery of ammunition, artillery pieces and communications jeeps. Most of 

this was accomplished under marginal weather conditions with ceilings from 300 to 1500 

feet and visibility of one half to three miles in mountainous terrain. Marine fíxed wing 

^̂* "First Marine Aircraft Wing Command Chronology, 1 December to 31 
December 1965," in Richard E. Lester, ed. Records of the U.S. Marine Coms in the 
Vietnam War; Hereafter, Ist MAW, CC, December. 1965; Shulimson and Johnson. 101-
104. 
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squadrons flew preparation sorties against all unsecured landing zones and numerous 

TPQ-10 radar controlled close support missions.^^ 

Phase III of the operafíon began 12 December with Air Force B-52s conducting 

carpet bombing runs over VC posifíons in the Phuoc Ha valley. Helicopters from HMMs 

362, 363, and 364 then lifted elements of the 3rd Battalion 3rd Marines into the northeast 

comer of the valley from which they swept the strike areas. Aircraft from MAGs 11 and 

12 conducted visual sorties by day and radar controUed sorties by night against VC 

automatic weapons positions over the next three days.̂ ^ 

By 15 December signifícant enemy resistance had been overcome and Phase IV of 

the operation began. I st MAW units continued to carry out airlift and close support 

missions which, on 17 December, continued even under monsoon conditions. Weather 

scmbbed operations on the I8th. Begirming on the 19th Marine transport helicopters 

started extracting units from the area while UH-lEs gunships flew convoy escort covering 

troops retuming to their bases. Harvest Moon was fínally terminated on 20 December. 

During the course of the operation, Ist MAW fíxed wing squadrons flew 523 close 

support sorties, logging 710 flight hours, dropping 1058 250 pound bombs, 539 

500 pound bombs, 173 napalm bombs, and expending 1522 2.75 inch rockets, killing 

ninety-fíve enemy soldiers. Rotary wing squadrons flew 9230 sorties, logging 3262 flight 

hours. lifted 12,177 troops and 638 tons of supplies and equipment. The operation netted 

^' ^Tst MAW, CC, December 1965.'̂  

^̂  'Tst MAW, CC, December 1965'" 
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407 enemy soldiers killed and thirty-three soldiers, 108 weapons, and sixty tons of food 

and ammunition captured. Marine losses were forty-fíve killed and 218 wounded. 

ARVN units lost ninety killed, ninety-one missing, and 141 wounded, most of these 

occurring during the fírst two days of the operation.^'' 

Throughout January the wing continued to support Marine Corps and ARVN 

search and destroy missions. The largest of these, Double Eagle, was conducted in the 

manner of previous operations. It failed to tum up any large formations of enemy units, 

though it did take its toll on guerrilla forces. On 4 Febmary, shortly after his promofíon 

to the rank of major general, McCutcheon was notifíed that he would, during the 

foUowing week, temporarily succeed to command of the III MAF while Walt was absent 

on thirty days leave in Washington, D.C. For the fírst time since World War II, a Marine 

aviator would have command of Marine ground forces in combat. However. it was not a 

role for which he was unprepared. McCutcheon's deputy Brigadier General Marion Carl 

recalled: 

. . . .Keith was keeping tabs on everything as far as III MAF was concerned . . . . 
He had two offíces: one over next to Lew Walt and one over in the wing, across 
the street Lew, of course, was running the show, but Lew would be gone a 
good period of the time. He liked to visit all the units. So Keith would hold 

78 

down the fort while he was gone. 

Just as Marine Corps historian Allan R. Millett had described Roy Geiger, the last Marine 

aviator to command ground forces, McCutcheon proved to be "an aviator with an 

77 .. Ist MAW, CC, December 1965; Shulimson and Johnson, 109-110. 

^̂  Marion E. Cari, interview by Benis M. Frank, 1 May 1973, transcript, Oral 
Histories Branch, Marine Corps Historical Center, Washington. D.C., 35 
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infantryman's grasp of ground operations."^^ During his short tenure as commanding 

general, III MAF forces engaged in two major operations against enemy units; 

Operations New York and Utah. 

During late January and early Febmary, signs of a buildup of Viet Cong main 

force units began to appear in Thua Thien Province. By the end of the month, Marine 

Corps intelligence had identifíed two regiments, the Ist Provisional and 6th VC, 

reinforced by the 803d and 810th VC battalions, operafíng within striking distance of Phu 

Bai. Indications were that these regiments intended to attack the Marine base there in 

early March. In response to this threat Marine commanders devised Operation New 

York.*» 

Marine reconnaissance on the fírst day of the operation failed to fínd the enemy 

north of Phu Bai. However. the Ist Battalion, 3d ARVN Regiment, operating with a 

small group of Regional and Popular Forces, encountered the 81 Oth VC Battalion on the 

Phu Thu Peninsula east of Phu Bai. That night the helicopters of HMM-163 inserted 

three companies of Lieutenant Colonel Robert T. Hanifan's Task Force Hotel onto the 

peninsula to relieve the South Vietnamese. The following moming the Marines made a 

frontal assault against well prepared Viet Cong positions forcing them into a disorganized 

withdrawal. Mop up operations continued for the next four days. This campaign, and the 

79 Millett, 373. 

°̂ Jack Shulimson, U.S. Marines in Vietnam: An Expanding War. 1966 
(Washington, D.C.: History and Museums Division, U.S. Marine Corps. 1982). 51 
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parallel Lam Son 234, 235, and 236 operations conducted by the ARVN Ist Division in 

the Phu Bai area, accounted for 700 Viet Cong kiUed in acfíon.^' 

Two weeks after McCutcheon assumed command of the III MAF. Westmoreland. 

recently retumed from a strategy conference in Honolulu, visited McCutcheon's 

headquarters to discuss a new strategic focus. He told McCutcheon that he expected fíft\ 

to seventy-fíve percent of Marine units to be engaged with the enemy at all fímes, urging 

him to "Leave defense of the bases to logisfíc and headquarters types."^^ McCutcheon 

summed up Westmoreland's new philosophy as one of, "defend less, attack more."^^ 

As if to demonstrate a desire to cpmply with the new offensive philosophy. 

McCutcheon ordered the joint Marine/ARVN Operation Utah. The 2d ARVN Division 

obtained intelligence that the 2Ist NVA Regiment had moved into the area northwest of 

Quang Ngai City. In an attempt to fínd the regiment and engage it in battle, the 7th 

Marines and 2d ARVN division devised Operation Utah. As conceived, one ARVN and 

one Marine battalion would be landed by helicopter near the village of Chau Nhai fífteen 

kilometers north of Quang Ngai City. With the Vietnamese operating on the north side 

and Marines on the south side, they would sweep southeast along Route 527 then 

eastward toward Route 1. 

^'Shulimson, 1966,51-56. 

CGFMFPac message to CMC, 4 March 1966, quoted in Shulimson, 1966, 56 82 

' ' Lewis W. Wah to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 4 Febmary 1966, Folder 7, Box 10, 
McCutcheon Papers; Millett, 373; Shulimson, 1966, 56; CGIIIMAF message to 
CGFMFPac 23 Febmary 1966 quoted in Shulimson, 1966, 56. 
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The fíght began on the moming of 4 March with preparation of the landing zones 

by Marine attack aircraft and Air Force bombers. The helicopters making the landings 

encountered heavy enemy ground fíre which indicated the presence of a sizable enemy 

force in the area. During the aftemoon, the ARVN battalion engaged a heavily 

concentrated enemy forces near the village of Chau Nhai and were quickly reinforced by 

the Marines. By nightfall, it became obvious that the Americans and South Vietnamese 

were engaged with a superior force. They called in air support and withdrew a short 

distance to regroup, re-supply, and await reinforcement. Throughout the night, Air Force 

AC-47s dropped flares, allowing Marine aircraft and artillery to continue attacks on the 

NVA units. 

The next day Marine and ARVN reinforcements were ordered into the area from 

Binh Son, Quang Ngai, Saigon. Throughout the day. these forces moved into position, 

attacked, and surrounded the North Vietnamese. By the morning of 3 March the 

regimental headquarters had been captured. As a result of the operation allied forces 

claimed 600 enemy killed and the capture of fíve prisoners and forty-nine weapons. The 

Marines lost ninety-eight kiUed and 278 wounded while the ARVN forces suffered thirty 

killed and 120 wounded.̂ "* 

These two battles represented a major step for the air-ground team concept. 

McCutcheon's month of command had netted major victories against the Viet Cong 

forces in I Corps. IX also demonstrated that the portion of the Corps' MAGTF doctrine 

^' Shulimson, 1966, 110-118; Ist Marine Air Wing Command Chronology. 1 
March to 31 March 1966 in Lester, ed. Records of the U.S. Marine Corps in the Vietnam. 
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which permitted air and ground commanders to be placed interchangeably in a fíeld force 

was sound. McCutcheon managed to steer the command without the biases some feared 

might manifest themselves with an airman at the helm. He understood the capabilities of 

both components of III MAF and applied them accordingly. Most importantly, as he had 

done with his commands in the past, he took on the role of facilitator and let the experts 

do their jobs. McCutcheon wrote a friend at Headquarters, Fleet Marine Force. Atlantic 

(FMFLant) "I thoroughly enjoyed my one month tour as Commanding General of the III 

Marine Amphibious Force."^^ 

Command of Marine Corps fíeld forces was not the only role the McCutcheon 

was opening up for aviators. Direct military action against organized military forces was 

only one means employed by the Marines to combat the Viet Cong in I Corps. Marines 

(both air and ground) also engaged in pacifícation activities in the Vietnamese 

countryside. Most of these activities focused on civic action programs. According to 

Marine Corps historians Jack Shulimson and Charles Johnson, "Civic action programs 

were basically Marine efforts to assuage the effect of the ravages of war. poverty and 

sickness upon the population. There was more to the concept than just pure benevolence; 

it was to be used as a weapon." The hope was to sever the populace from Viet Cong 

^̂  Shulimson, 1966, note 34, note 118; On the Air Force approach to command 
and control in Vietnam see Momyer, 65-109; Eari H. Tilford, Jr. Setup: What the Air 
Force Did in Vietnam and Why (Maxwell Air Force Base, Ala.: Air University Press. 
1991), 68-71; Donald J. Mrozek, Air Power in Vietnam; Ideas and Actions (Maxwell Air 
Force Base, Ala.: Air University Press, 1988), 36-37. Keith Barr McCutcheon to Elmer 
E. Brackett, 14 April 1966, Folder 4, Box 15, McCutcheon Papers. 

86 Shulimson and Johnson, 142. 
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influence and promote loyalty to the South Vietnamese govemment. These activities 

ranged from providing for public health and education, to protecting and distributing food 

supplies, supporting orphanages, constmcting roads and public buildings, and engaging in 

psychological warfare. Many of these operations were conducted in conjunction with 

American and Vietnamese civilian agencies. Sometimes these activities were mixed with 

military actions designed to search out and destroy Viet Cong cadres. Marine operations 

of this type went by the code names Golden Fleece and County Fair.̂ ^ 

The greatest problem facing the Marines in these efforts was ensuring that their 

effect was not jeopardized by lack of coordinafíon with other agencies similariy engaged. 

To this end, General Wah met with Marcus J. Gordon, director of United States 

Operations Mission in I Corps, who headed the efforts or American civilian agencies. At 

that meeting he proposed that a council be formed to coordinate American efforts with 

the South Vietnamese Rural Constmction (pacifícation) Program. This led to the creation 

of the I Corps Joint Coordinating Council which became the hub for coordinating 

pacifícation programs in the area. Walt appointed his deputy, Keith McCutcheon. to 

serve as his representative to the council. Subsequently, he was made chairman, thus 

becoming the senior offícial coordinating pacifícation efforts in the northem fíve 

provinces of South Vietnam. 

^'^ Shulimson and Johnson, 139-144. For a detailed account of Marine Corps 
pacifícafíon efforts see Lewis W. Walt, Strange War, Strange Strategy (New York: Funk 
andWagnalIs, 1970). 

^^Shulimson and Johnson, 142-144. 
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This assignment would normally have fallen to an infantry offícer but became one 

manifestafíon of Walt and McCutcheon's commitment to open up roles to aviafíon 

offícers from which they traditionally had been excluded. Shortly after taking the job, 

McCutcheon would write his friend, retired Marine Brigadier General Austin C. Shofner: 

This fracas is a bit more than a two-bit guerrilla war. It is no trick to move our 
units any place we want to go and usually when we fínd the VC we can show him 
who's the better man. The rate of progress however is going to be measured in 
the ability of the Govemment of Vietnam to fíll in behind us and set up their own 
Govemmental. . . .stmcture. We have set up a coordinating organization here to 
insure that all U.S. effort is coordinated with that of the GVN. Every day I fínd 
myself getting out of my basic MOS into some area where I wish I had more 
.experience and background. Just the other evening I was engaged in a discussion 
with Secretary Freeman on agriculture and for an old city boy like me that was a 
decided adventure in a new area.̂ ^ 

It was, however, the type of assignment to which McCutcheon had at least given 

some thought. While at the National War College, McCutcheon had written a paper titled 

"Exchange of Persons Programs as an Instmment of National Policy." Such pre-war 

Department of Defense programs had served as a model for Marine Corps pacifícation 

efforts. From his analysis of these exchanges, McCutcheon leamed that several problems 

inhibited their effectiveness. These included a lack overall guidance and coordination. a 

lack of emphasis on reciprocity and mutuality, lack of suffícient funding. and a lack of 

foreign language training for Americans participating in such exchanges. He also felt that 

the govemment failed to appreciate the value of American servicemen and dependents 

abroad as an instmment of such exchanges. He argued, "These service personnel 

^̂  Keith Barr McCutcheon to Austin C. Shofner. 14 Febmary 1966. Folder 4. Box 
15, McCutcheon Papers. 
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constitute a potent force of salesmen to sell 'mutual understanding' and United States 

culture to the rest of the worid. Their every action and deed can be either a 'plus" or 

'minus' in ftirthering our foreign relafíons."^^ A large-scale exploitafíon of this idea 

became the basis for civic action programs in Vietnam. Previous pacifícation efforts had 

come under fíre for failing to correct many of the problems McCutcheon had cited as 

faults of pre-war exchange programs, and one wonders how often the ideas set forth in 

this paper influenced McCutcheon's own thinking in his administrafíon of civic action 

programs.^' 

Problems derived from operational experience also offered McCutcheon the 

opportunity to further strengthen the Marine air-ground team by communicating lesson 

leamed to civilian contractors and fellow Marines back in the United States. One such 

issue concemed the impact of the environment on helicopters. To George W. Fey, the 

Washington representative for Sikorsky Aircraft, McCutcheon wrote, "The old H-34's are 

doing a terrifíc job out here. As you know, we are getting more of them and can use them 

all. The environment leaves a bit to be desired. and the sand and dust is causing its 

problems. Tail rotors and engines in particular." In response to a request for help on a 

study that Boeing-Vertol was doing on improvement of their CH-46 "Sea Knight" 

helicopters (which were slowly replacing the old CH-34) McCutcheon wrote: 

^̂  Keith Barr McCutcheon, "Exchange of Persons Programs as an Instmment of 
Nafíonal Policy," copy in Folder 5, Box 10, McCutcheon Papers, 15. 

'̂ McCutcheon, "Exchange of Persons Programs as an Instrument of National 
Policy." 15, 22, 23; Shulimson and Johnson, 46-48. 133-144: Millett. 566-569. 
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There are only two points I would like to emphasize. One is that the 
pipeline must be full of spares. We are operating these birds around the clock and 
well over programmed ufílization The second point I would like to make is I 
hope the 46 will stand up in the dust sand and mud that is our environment. I had 
one sergeant put it to me the other day very succinctly, "you walk in the mud and 
get dust in your face." In any event both the dust and the mud have a real abrasiv e 
effect on most parts and very few components go their advertised distance as far 
as operating life is concemed.^^ 

Another helicopter related matter was also getting some thought. By the end of 

the year, VC units were employing .50 caliber anti-aircraft guns against Marine helos 

coming into landing zones. These weapons began to take their toll in damage and 

personnel losses. Marine Corps policy to this point favored using fíxed-wing aircraft to 

support helibome landing operations rather than arming helicopters. The reasoning 

behind this lay in the reduction in personnel payload that would accompany any increase 

in helicopter armor and armament. Since the chances of victory in vertical envelopments 

depended on the rate at which troops could be landed, this trade off fígured prominently 

in Marine Corps thinking regarding helicopter design and equipment. Partially, as a 

result of observations made by McCutcheon prior to his assignment as commander of the 

Ist Wing, the Marines had added door mounted .30 caliber machine guns to their 

transport helicopters. However, many felt these weapons were inadequate to defend 

against VC ground fíre.^^ Therefore, in the fall of 1965. McCutcheon opened a dialogue 

^̂  Keith Barr McCutcheon to Harold J. Mitchener. 15 December 1965. Folder 4, 
Box 15, McCutcheon Papers. 

^̂  For some reason adding .30 caliber machine guns to the CH-34 was not 
considered an arming of the helicopter. The author could fínd no authoritati\ e 
explanation for this though there are indications that since the .30 caliber was an infantr\ 
weapon that could be removed, placing them on board helicopters was not "arming the 
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wtth helicopter manufacturers and Marine Corps planners about increasing the fírepower 

carried by Marine helicopters. He corresponded regulariy on the issue during his tour in 

Vietnam, though a fínal solution was not forthcoming for three years.^'' 

McCutcheon also made efforts to communicate the lessons being leamed in 

Vietnam to Marines in operational units and schools back in the United States. Many of 

the personnel who would be rotating to Vietnam were being trained within the squadrons 

of the 2nd Wing and McCutcheon wanted to apprise them of his experiences. 

Throughout his tour in Vietnam, he corresponded frequently with his counterpart in 2nd 

Marine Aircraft Wing Major General George S. Bowman. This dialogue covered a 

myriad of topics including training, wing organization, evaluafíons of equipment and 

doctrine, the expanding personnel requirements in Ist Wing, and the best method for 

rotating replacement persormel into Vietnam. He also made sure to keep Major General 

Louis B. Robertshaw. Deputy Chief of Staff, Air at Headquarters, Marine Corps. up to 

date on problems encountered and equipment needs.̂ ^ 

helicopter." See Victor H. Krulak to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 24 January 1968, Folder 4. 
Box 20, McCutcheon Papers. 

"̂̂  Hans Weichsel to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 19 July 1965; Harry S. Pack to 
Keith Barr McCutcheon, 8 September 1965; Bob Bamhart to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 13 
September 1965, in Folder 11 Box 14, McCutcheon Papers; Harold J. Michener to Keith 
Barr McCutcheon, 18 October 1965, Keith Barr McCutcheon to Harold J. Mitchener, 15 
December 1965 both in Folder 4, Box 15, McCutcheon Papers. George S. Bowman to 
Keith Barr McCutcheon, 20 August 1965; Keith Barr McCutcheon to George S. 
Bowman, 9 September 1965, both in Folder 3 Box 15. McCutcheon Papers. 

' ' See George S. Bowman to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 20 August 1965. Folder 3, 
Box 15. McCutcheon Papers; George S. Bowman to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 29 Januar\' 
1966 and 19 March 1966. both in Folder 4, Box 15. McCutcheon Papers; Keith Barr 
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In November 1965, at the request of Major General Paul Fontana at the Marine 

Corps Schools, Quantico, McCutcheon and III MAF commander Major General Lew 

Walt put together a tapes answering questions about operations in Vietnam for use at the 

Marine Corps Command and Staff College. On the tapes McCutcheon discussed 

command relationships with the ARVN, MACV, and PACOM. the advantages offered by 

the air-ground team concept in conducting military operations in Vietnam, and the 

importance and impact of the civic action programs. Fontana considered McCutcheon's 

contributions particularly useful and wrote: 

We did some quick transcribing and put together an hour's worth of the 
total for presentation yesterday to the Command and Staff College. The word is 
now out that Keith McCutcheon has unraveled the command relationships in 
Vietnam and can even explain it so it can be understood. Seriously. the feedback 
from the audience was especially enthusiastic for that one. I think the point on 
the rapid response in the air/ground team fell on very receptive ears too. We've 
been pushing air power as one of the distinct advantages we have over the VC and 
you clinched our case.̂ ^ 

On the 10 March 1966, Marine Corps Commandant Wallace M. Greene notifíed 

McCutcheon he would be leaving Vietnam. Upon Greene's recommendation, Secretary 

of the Navy Paul Nitze had approved McCutcheon's assignment to the Commandant's 

McCutcheon to George S. Bowman, 9 September 1965, Folder 3, Box 15, McCutcheon 
Papers; Keith Barr McCutcheon to George S. Bowman, 25 Febmary 1966, Folder 4 Box 
15, McCutcheon Papers; Louis B. Robertshaw to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 11 June 1965 
and 12 July 1965, Folder 3 Box 15, McCutcheon Papers; Keith Barr McCutcheon to 
Louis B. Robertshaw, 2 December 1966 and 27 Febmary 1966, both in Folder 4, Box 15. 
McCutcheon Papers. 

96 Keith Barr McCutcheon, 'Transcript of Tapes Sent Fontana, December. 1965" 
Lecture Collection, Archives Branch, Marine Corps Research Center, Quantico Marine 
Base, Quanfíco, Virginia; Paul J. Fontana to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 14 Januarv' 1966. 
Folder 4, Box 15, McCutcheon Papers. 
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staff as Deputy Chief of Staff, Air. The problems for Marine aviafíon idenfífíed during 

the development of the conflict in Vietnam would now be McCutcheon's to solve. A few 

days later a note arrived from Assistant Commandant and Marine Corps Chief of Staff 

Lieutenant General Richard C. Mangrum welcoming McCutcheon back to the 

Commandants staff He wrote, "I hardly know whether to congratulate a guy on his 

assignment to this Headquarters, but be assured that I, at least, think it is a great idea. 

Congratulations anyway! These are parlous times and your are 'far and away' the best 

manforthejob."^^ 

Two months later, McCutcheon tumed over command of the Ist Marine Aircraft 

Wing to Major General Louis B. Robertshaw. He took thirty days leave and visited 

family in Ohio. On 1 July he reported to Headquarters, Marine Corps for duty on the 

Commandant's staff as Deputy Chief of Staff, Air. It would be longest single assignment 

of McCutcheon's career.^^ 

The fírst half of the decade of the I960s was a crucial period for the Marine Air 

Ground Task Force concept. At the beginning of the decade it was only a working theory 

which promised much but had undergone only limited tests. By the end of this period it 

was delivering impressive results in combat in Vietnam. It had been given stmcture, 

^̂  After McCutcheon left for his assignment with the Ist Marine Brigade, the 
posifíon of Director of Marine Aviation was upgraded to Deputy Chief of Staff, Air. 

^̂  Richard C. Mangrum to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 14 March 1966, Folder 4, Box 
15, McCutcheon Papers. 

' ' Keith Barr McCutcheon to Lewis W. Walt, 24 June 1966, Folder 2, Box 16. 
McCutcheon Papers. 
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equipment, and protections, which provided the MAGTF a ftindamental foundation from 

which to fíght. The concept had also gained acceptance among infantrymen and aviators 

alike. fts successes in Vietnam destroyed the percepfíons widely held by the Eisenhower 

administration that Marine Corps was an anachronism out of touch with post war 

strategic realities. III MAF operations in Vietnam, instead, demonstrated the validity of 

the vision the architects of the MAGTF concept and catapulted the Marine Corps to the 

forefront of American strategic planning. By demonstrating the Marine Corps to be a 

cutfíng-edge, mulfífaceted, capable, and effecfíve force-in-readiness, the Corps silenced 

its critics and assured its survival in the nuclear era. 

These gains made by the Marine Corps were in no small part due to the efforts of 

Keith McCutcheon. His tireless devotion to ensuring that Marine aviators had the tools to 

do their job and made it possible for them to demonstrate themselves to be a valuable and 

crucial asset to the Marine Corps. Not only did he give Marine aviators a solid future in 

the Corps, he broke new ground demonstrating that pilots could make contributions of 

signifícance to Marine operations beyond the realm of acting as experts on the 

employment of air power. His accomplishments, particularly in Vietnam, demonstrated 

that the Marine Corps could become a truly integrated air-ground team and that its pilots 

were capable and competent officers who could eam the respect of infantrymen and be 

accepted as equals. The cooperation established between Walt and McCutcheon made the 

experience of the first year of combat in Vietnam a model for future Marine operations. 

029 



However, there were problems. Though the Marine Corps had accepted the 

concept of air ground cooperation as a given in its doctrine and operations, its ability to 

support these operations in the field with men and equipment was already strained before 

the war in Vietnam even hit stride. What the Marine aviators lacked in Vietnam was 

often made up for by their drive and determination to succeed. Everyone familiar with 

the situation knew this could confínue for only so long before the system collapsed. 

Armed with his recent experience in the Ist MAW, McCutcheon was the best qualifíed 

person to try to address these issues. He could only hope that he could solve the 

problems before the burden taxed the Corps beyond its abilifíes. 
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CHAPTER VI 

PROTECTING AND PERFECTING THE MAGTF 

"In conclusion, we have deployed nearly halfofour tactical air arm to the 
Far East and are engaged wiîh most ofit daily in Viet Nam. We have a 
selfcontained air component that has the capability to execute the 
complete spectrum oftactical air support. Our equipment is sophisticated. 
We have made many contributions to the state ofthe art. Yet, while still 
actively engaged with the enemy we are also fighting for survival right 
here on the homefront. What we have is too good to lose. We must carry 
on bothfîghts as an air-ground team. " 

, Major General Keith Barr McCutcheon, Deputy ChiefofStaff(Air), 1967 

Keith McCutcheon retumed to Washington in the summer of 1966 to face the 

greatest challenge of his career. His work in Vietnam had established that the Marine Air 

Ground Task Force could be effectively employed in combat and deliver impressive 

results. From an operational standpoint, the MAGTF had fulfilled the battlefield 

expectations of the Marines who had worked for nearly twenty years to perfect the "new 

amphibious concept." Now it was Keith McCutcheon's job to insure that this continued 

by making sure the Marine air-ground team in Vietnam had means to persist. 

McCutcheon arrived in Washington, D.C., in mid-June 1966, after a well-

deserved month-long leave. Even so, he and his family had barely gotten re-settled in 

their home in Arlington, Virginia, when he was recalled to duty at Marine Corps 

headquarters. The place had changed little since his departure from his assignment as 

Director of Marine Aviation four years before. He wrote his former boss III MAF 
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commander Lew Walt, "Even though I have been gone four years, the place is pretty 

familiar and there are a lot of old friends around. The track is fast and slippery and the 

pace hasn't changed any. So far they have been good about not giving me extra chores 

but business is picking up . . ."' 

From friends, McCutcheon received a number of congratulatory messages on his 

new assignment. Many expressed confídence in the deputy chief and a belief that he was 

the right man, in the right place, at the right time. His friend Bob Warren wrote: 

I'm sure you are happy to be back and united with your family again. No doubt 
you would have preferred another assignment but I'm sure you are, once again, in 
the best position to help the Corps and in particular Marine Aviation. We are real 
proud of what you have done in Vietnam. I've yet to hear anything but the best 
expressed conceming your performance of duty out there. You had the real tough 
job of getting the Wing in country and organized out there. This is appreciated by 
everyone concemed.^ 

Former Ist Wing commander Paul J. Fontana sent, "With possibly one exception . . .there 

is no doubt in my mind that you are the most qualified N.A. [naval aviator] we have the 

fortune of having in the Corps today. As you know much rests on you shoulders. I know 

that you . . . can do more for the Corps than I ever could. Keep up the good work^ Air 

Force Major General Russell E. Dougherty wrote : 

"I just saw you picture in an aviation article and it reminded me that I have wanted 
to say a 'Welcome Home" to one of our most eminent warriors! All of us are 

' Keith Barr McCutcheon to Lewis W. Walt, 24 June 1966, Folder 2. Box 16. 
McCutcheon Papers. 

^ Bob Warren to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 13 June 1966, Folder 2, Box 16, 
McCutcheon Papers. 

^ Paul J. Fontana to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 9 August 1966, Folder 2. Box 16. 
McCutcheon Papers. 
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proud of your successes in SVN - proud of the Corps Also my congratulations 
on the DCS (Air) billet. . . I am glad the future of Marine aviation is in such good 
hands."* 

Even Walt replied to McCutcheon stating: 

"Its a little strange not having you around here, particularly during the political 
crisis. I missed your sound advice and recommendations. . . I want to say again 
Mac what a pleasure it was to have worked with you here for a year. I think we 
developed a very good rapport between the ground and air elements of our team, 
and I know it is paying off in big dividends.^ 

On the surface, the major problems McCutcheon faced as he settled into his new 

post must have seemed familiar. His tour of duty in Vietnam might well have been the 

best preparation for the central challenges that faced him during his tenure at 

Headquarters. He felt the Ist MAW's operations in Vietnam, had been hampered by lack 

of men, lack of equipment, and meddling outsiders. It was now his job to prevent these 

problems from robbing the air-ground team of its ability to carry on. 

Of the major problems that would occupy so much of McCutcheon's effort as 

DCS, Air, he considered the shortage of pilots to be the most pressing. The reasons for 

the pilot shortage were many and complicated. Marine Corps troop deployments to 

Vietnam had continued though 1966 and into 1967. To support this buildup, the Ist 

Wing had grown to include nearly one half of the Corps' active duty squadrons. This 

increased the number pilots in Southeast Asia and reduced the number available as 

"^ Russell E. Dougherty to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 29 November 1966, Folder 2. 
Box 16, McCutcheon Papers. 

•' Lewis W. Walt to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 2 July 1966, Folder 2, Box 16. 
McCutcheon Papers. 



replacements. The result was a lengthening of overseas tours which prompted an 

acceleration of refírements and resignations, flirther reducing the number of pilots 

available. To address this problem the Commandant set a limit of two years between 

tours in Vietnam, which improved retenfíon but took even more pilots out of pool 

available for duty in Southeast Asia. Furthermore, combat pilot losses had been higher 

than anticipated. In part this was due to the fact that Marine pilots spent more time over 

the combat zone than their counterparts in the other services because the MAGTF concept 

had replaced artiUery with close air support and naval gunfire. The combination of 

factors created a personnel problem for the Corps that was not easily solved.^ 

Marine Corps planning had provided for two solutions in this sort of situation. 

The first was an expansion of its organizational stmcture and personnel strength as 

reflected in the mobilization figures in the Smith and Hogaboom Board reports. The 

other was a call up of the reserves. In the past this would have been a logical and simple 

solution to the Corps' pilot problems. Many, including McCutcheon, believed that this 

was exactly what President Lyndon B. Johnson should have done. Politically, however, a 

reserve call up would necessitate a change in the current law which only permitted their 

employment for a year. Military planners in Saigon believed that the war could not be 

won in that short a period. Changing the law, therefore, would be a an admission that the 

^ Congress, Senate, Preparedness Investigating Subcommittee, Committee on 
Armed Services, Military Pilot Training, Requirements, and Inventories, 90th Cong.. Ist 
Sess., 5 May 1967, 150. 152. 166; Millett, 578-579; Keith Barr McCutcheon, "Aviafíon." 
scripted comments forthe 1967 General Offícers Symposium. Folder 1. Box 16, 
McCutcheon Papers, 23. 
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conflict was not a limited foreign intervention; a stand Johnson could not take because of 

the impact he feared it would have on his domestic programs. Which left McCutcheon 

and Commandant Wallace M. Greene with the sole option of working out the problem 

through Department of Defense chaimels.^ 

McCutcheon's chief nemesis in this battle was Undersecretary of Defense 

(Systems Analysis) Dr. Alain C. Enthoven. According to McCutcheon Enthoven saw it 

as his job to ensure that Secretary of Defense Robert S. McNamara's systems analysis 

approach was communicated and enforced. He wrote: 

Briefly this boils down to the proposition that McNamara simply cannot 
stand to have any problems in which resources and requirements are not in 
balance. To put it another way he abhors shortages. So the name of the game is 
reprogram to show a stair step approach of achieving our objectives and avoid the 
nasty words of'shortages' and deficits. 

McCutcheon had already taken some corrective action. He and his staff had 

scmtinized the assignment of every pilot in the Marine Corps and came up with a list of 

28 remedial measures that could be implemented to bring the demand for pilots in line 

with supply. These included: delaying commissioning of some recently approved training 

squadrons; reducing manning levels of certain state-side units; delaying a number of 

refírements and resignafíons; shortening the length of the training syllabus for helicopter 

^ Westmoreland, 172, 194, 234; Congress, Senate, Military Pilot Training, 172: 
Keith Barr McCutcheon to Elmer H Brackett, 9 August 1965, Folder 3, Box 15. 
McCutcheon Papers; Robert S. McNamara, In Retrospect: The Tragedy and Lessons of 
Vietnam (New York, Vintage Books, 1995), 173, 191-192, 203-206. 

^ Keith Barr McCutcheon to Louis B. Robertshaw. 27 March 1967. Folder 2. Box 
18, McCutcheon Papers. 
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pilots; pulling pilots out of professional schools; removing pilots from the staffs of all 

general offícers; shortening the amount of leave that could be taken before and after 

overseas tours; manning nearly 300 billets normally assigned to aviators with infantry 

offícers and civilians; leaving some non-essential aviator billets empty; and taking steps 

to improve pilot retention.^ 

He wrote Lew Walt about the gravity of the situation: 

I told the Chief of Staff that if we cannot implement the actions that I 
recommend, the only altemative was to send me to go to Quantico so I could root 
around the museum for that sign that Henderson hung on his door. The Chief 
asked me what sign was that. I told him, "the one that said 'Gone to fíght the 
Indians. Will be back when the war is over.'"'^ 

McCutcheon's "management measures" increased the number of available pilots. Despite 

his efforts, however, the adjustments still left the Marine Corps a twenty percent pilot 

shortage." 

At this point Congress became interested in the problem. In January 1967 Senator 

John Stennis of Mississippi, chairman of the Preparedness Investigating Subcommittee of 

^Keith Barr McCutcheon to Louis B. Robertshaw, 31 August 1966, McCutcheon 
to Robertshaw 23 September 1966, Keith Barr McCutcheon to Louis B. Robertshaw. 12 
October 1966, and Keith Barr McCutcheon to Lewis W. Walt, 28 October 1966, all in 
Folder 2, Box 16, McCutcheon Papers; Congress, Senate, Military Pilot Training, 150-
151. 

'^McCutcheon to WaU. 28 October 1966. Brigadier General Archibald Henderson 
was the Marine Corps' fifth commandant. During the Seminole War. Henderson in an 
attempt to demonstrate the fighting capabilities of the Marines, personally led a regiment 
of Marines in support of Army operafíons in Alabama, Georgia, and Florida. See Millet. 
70-72. 

" Keith Barr McCutcheon to Louis B. Robertshaw. 2 February 1967. Folder 2. 
Box 18. McCutcheon Papers. 
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the Senate Armed Services Committee [hereafter, Stennis Committee], announced that he 

would hold hearings regarding alleged pilot shortages in the Army, Navy, Air Force and 

Marine Corps. Congressman L. Mendel Rivers initiated similar hearings before the 

House of Representafíves Committee on Armed Services. Both congressional leaders had 

begun invesfígafíons into pilot shortages in the fall of 1966 and became convinced that 

these defícits in manpower were real and that the Department of Defense had failed to act 

in time to rectify the situafíon.'^ 

Both committees held preliminary hearings in Febmary and March of 1967. 

Commandant Wallace M. Greene bluntly testifíed before them that after taking the 

"management actions" recommended by McCutcheon, the Marine Corps had reduced its 

pilot requirements to 5,002. Nonetheless, this left the Corps short 851 pilots, and by July 

of 1968, the deficit would increase to 1,021. He also noted that the Corps faced serious 

deficiencies in numbers of crew chiefs and technical personnel. 

Up to this point, officials in the Office of the Secretary of Defense (OSD) refused 

to acknowledge the situation. Fearing the political impact that reports of shortages would 

have, OSD tried to persuade the Corps to adjust its figures to show that supply and 

demand for pilots was in balance. On 2 February 1967, McCutcheon wrote III MAF 

commanding general Lewis W. Walt, "We keep contending we are short~the DOD crowd 

keeps changing the stafístics or the method of displaying the data to show we really 

'^Fails, 133. 

'̂  Ibid. 
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aren't. AIl in all it is pretty fmstrafíng.""' That same day he wrote Ist MAW commander 

Major General Louis B. Robertshaw, "Our Number One problem is whether there is or is 

not a pilot shortage. . . .If we had a pilot for every piece of paper we have written on this 

there would not be a shortage."'^ The Stennis Committee after its investigations and 

preliminary hearings, sensed the OSD's intransigence and decided to schedule ftill-scale 

hearings on pilot requirements and training.'^ 

OSD's concem for what might come out of these hearings prompted a battle 

between McCutcheon and Greene and Enthoven. Initially, Enthoven's stance was to 

order Greene and McCutcheon to accept the number of pilots they had and make no 

mention of shortages before the Stennis Committee. McCutcheon and Greene refused to 

go along with this, promising to take the fight before the committee if necessary. 

Enthoven then decided to soften his position. On 1 April, three weeks before the Stennis 

Committee hearings began, Enthoven met with McCutcheon to go over Marine Corps 

requirements, pilot by pilot. After two days of discussion, Enthoven was convinced of 

the Marines Corps' need for additional pilots. Nonetheless, McCutcheon believed that 

the Marines needed 297 more pilots than Enthoven was willing to admit. However. 

Enthoven was willing to approve an increase in the Marine Corps pilot training rate to 

'•̂  Keith Barr McCutcheon to Lewis W. Walt, 2 Febmary 1967, Folder 2. Box 18. 
McCutcheon Papers. 

'̂  Keith Barr McCutcheon to Louis B. Robertshaw. 2 Febmary 1967. Folder 2. 
Box 18, McCutcheon Papers. 
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cover this discrepancy over a number of years, but in communicating this to Greene he 

insisted that the two Marines not use the word "shortage" in there testimony before 

Congress. Greene made no commitment one way or the other. Two weeks later, in order 

to reiterate his view on the matter, Enthoven called Greene and McCutcheon to his offíce 

and threatened that if the they refused to accept his pilot quota and corroberate the OSD 

stance before the Stennis Committee, he would be forced to destroy them both and 

Marine aviation before Congress. Greene made it clear that the Marines would not be 

subject to blackmail and eventually comered Enthoven into concessions on nearly every 

point of difference between the Marine Corps and OSD.'^ 

In retum for the concessions, Enthoven extracted a promise that the Marines 

would cooperate with his proposed line of testimony. They would tell the Stennis 

Committee that the Marines could meet the immediate needs of their deployed combat 

squadrons and that plans were being put in place to increase pilot training to take care of 

expected increases in requirements. This was the truth, however. the corrective measures 

did not take into account the extra pilots that would be necessary if the country was faced 

with having to deploy additional Marine squadrons to meet a national emergency in some 

other section of the world; Europe or the Middle East for instance. Such a contingency 

was a very real possibility and had been the source of the difference in opinion over pilot 

requirements between McCutcheon and Enthoven. When McCutcheon appeared before a 

Stennis Committee fully apprised of this state of affairs and testifying along the lines of 

17 Fails, 134-136. 
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the agreement with Enthoven, it nearly cost him his credibility. After listening to 

McCutcheon's explanafíon of the sittiafíon, committee counsel James T. Kendall 

complained: 

I just really cannot understand this type of bookkeeping that completely 
reverses everything that has been told us in the past, and instead of coming out 
with a pilot requirement, and a pilot inventory, you come up with an adjusted pilot 
requirement which is doing nothing as far as I can see-and you correct me if I am 
wrong-because I have a great deal of respect for you, you know that-but 
reducing your requirements by your shortages. This just does not appear to me to 
be the way to present the information before the subcommittee. 

I think the Marines have a pilot shortage. I think the Navy has a pilot 
shortage. I think the facts show it. Why, we cannot get it on the record baffles me 
alittlebit.'^ 

After forcing McCutcheon to admit that he had gone over his report and testimony with 

Enthoven, Senator Stuart Symington admonished: 

. . . I would refer to a talk with [III MAF commander] General Walt . . . he 
wanted more people to help him do the job he is doing. . . .We would like to get 
him more people and more pilots. That's one of the chief reasons for these 
hearings. So we get discouraged when. . .we cannot make a record. Frankly. our 
interest is more in helping General Walt than it is in helping you at this point. 

We have been dropping quite a few men out there lately. And I think we 
owe it to the men out there to express our conviction in these matters. It seems 
most unfortunate that we get into questions of semantics. the difference between 
the word "difference" and "shortage." I just personally feel bad about it. I don't 

19 

say that in any criticism. I just regret ú. 

It was a mistake McCutheon would not make again. Eventually, Symington and Kendall 

forced McCutcheon to admit what they already suspected: the Marines were short pilots 

'^Congress, Senate, Military Pilot Training, 158. 

''^lbid., 159. 
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and the OSD had pressured McCutcheon and the Marines into refusing to acknowledge 

this before the committee.'̂ ^ 

Nonetheless, the battle with the Enthoven had compelled the OSD to raise the 

pilot training rate in the Marine Corps. By the summer of 1967 McCutcheon felt assured 

that the personnel situation was under control. Through the "management measures" 

taken in the fall of 1966 and approval of programs to get addifíonal pilots from Navy, Air 

Force and Army Training programs, McCutcheon believed that the Marine Corps could 

meet its current combat commitments assuming the nation could avoid any other crises. 

In outlining the measures taken to the 1967 General Officers Symposium McCutcheon 

opened by quipping, "My next topic has held the number one spot in DC/S (Air) this 

spring—pilots. Surely everyone knows that there is no pilot shortage; it is merely that 

requirements exceed resources." 

McCutcheon's brush with the OSD on pilot requirements ended in a marginal 

victory though neither side ftilly got what it wanted. McCutcheon came out of the fight 

with the pilot resources to keep the Marines in the fight in Vietnam but had lingering 

concems about the Corps' ability to respond in the event of addifíonal crises. Moreover. 

just as he emerged from this battle another conflict loomed on the horizon. Having the 

pilots necessary to carry on the fíght in Vietnam might mean very little to the Marine 

Corps if it lost control over how they were employed. 

20 Congress, Senate. Militarv Pilot Training, 154-172. 

'̂ Keith Barr McCutcheon to Louis B. Robertshaw, 25 April 1967, Folder 2. Box 
18, McCutcheon Papers; Fails, 138-144; McCutcheon, "Aviafíon," 23. 
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By late 1967, McCutcheon was beginning to see signs that the uneasy tmce he had 

established in Vietnam between the Ist MAW and 7th Air Force was beginning to 

unravel. Only a month after assuming duty as Deputy Chief of Staff (Air), McCutcheon 

began receiving reports from Commandant Wallace M. Greene that some Marines 

believed that the 1 st Wing was flying an inordinate amount of sorties in support of 7th 

Air Force missions. McCutcheon knew full well the implicafíons such percepfíon would 

have on intemal air-ground relations. Though he was able to convince Greene that this 

was not the case, the problem was the fírst in a series that pushed McCutcheon to take a 

stand against any implication that Marine pilots and aviation resources were not 

committed fully to the needs of ground Marines in accordance with the MAGTF 

doctrine. 

The following year both sides were moved closer to confíict over the Marine 

Corps Tactical Data System (MTDS) which the Ist Wing had emplaced on Monkey 

Mountain near Danang. The MTDS was a sophisticated, integrated combat command, 

control, and communications system. In essence, it was a combat data center composed 

of radar, computer, and communications equipment which allowed Marine commanders 

to monitor the situation on and over the battlefield and respond with simultaneously 

coordinated infantry, air defense, and close support operations. The MTDS also 

^̂  Keith Barr McCutcheon to Louis B. Robertshaw, 31 August 1967. Folder 2. 
Box 16, McCutcheon Papers. 
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interfaced direcfíy with the Navy's Airbome Tactical Data System which allowed it to 

instantly exchange information electronically with 7th Fleet.̂ ^ 

The skirmish over the MTDS arose because Air Force systems could not 

communicate with it. Due to the fact that 7th Air Force had overall control of air defense 

in South Vietnam and bombing operations immediately above the Demilitarized Zone 

(DMZ) in the panhandle of North Vietnam,^'' the Air Force needed the data the MTDS 

could provide to help in controlling these campaigns. Therefore, it sought to establish an 

interface and air control facility on Monkey Mountain. This caused concem among 1 st 

Wing commanders about the interference the Air Force's gear might cause Marine 

tactical radar and communications equipment. It bothered McCutcheon because. rightly 

or wrongly he perceived that this might be a maneuver on the part of the Air Force to gain 

control of the MTDS and ultimately of Marine squadrons. In the end, a compromise was 

worked out to let Air Force controllers work within the MTDS site on Marine Corps 

equipment and pass relevant information on to the Air Force's control and reporting 

center, by phone."̂ ^ 

^̂  Jack Shulimson et al., U.S. Marines in Vietnam: The Defíning Year, 191968 
(Washington, D.C.: History and Museums Division, Headquarters, U.S. Marine Corps, 
1997), 467-468, Hereafter, Shulimson, 1968; Keith Barr McCutcheon to Louis B. 
Robertshaw, 23 Febmary 1967, Folder 2, Box 16, McCutcheon Papers. 

'^^ At this point CINCPAC controlled the Rolling Thunder campaign North 
Vietnam. 

2S Shulimson, 1968, 467-468; McCutcheon to Robertshaw, 23 Febmary 1967. 
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McCutcheon's rising suspicion of the Air Force increased later in the summer 

when he received a Navy operafíons evaluation report regarding the effectiveness of the 

Ist MAWs A-6A "Intmder" bombers which were flying a limited number of missions in 

support of RoIIing Thunder operations North Vietnam. The Marines were using the A-

6A for radar-directed all-weather bombing. The report suggested that 7th Air Force was 

assigning the Ist MAW targets that were not appropriate to this kind of approach. Then. 

according to the report, the Air Force would take bomb damage photographs which 

implied the Marine strikes were not destroying their objectives and use these to argue the 

ineffectiveness of Ist MAW procedures. Moreover, they were not providing the wing 

with copies of these photographs. When McCutcheon leamed of this he wrote Major 

General Norman J. Anderson, who recently succeeded Robertshaw as commanding 

general of the Ist MAW, to be on his guard. He cautioned: 

If in fact the Air Force is taking photographs and not providing them to you and if 
in fact they are providing you with lousy radar targets, it would appear to me they 
are purposely trying to stack the cards so that your performance will not be 
reflected as well as it should be. You may rest assured that the Air Force probably 
fmds it hard to swallow another bitter pill in not having developed an all weather 
tactical aircraft and if they can fínd some way to make ours look bad or not very 
cost-effective, the probably will. 

It was in this climate of suspicion that the issue of operational control of Marine 

air forces was re-opened. The officers involved, and historian, usually doctrinal purists 

representing one side or the other, have offered various explanations for why and how 

this came about. Most of these are confusing and steeped in service parochialism. What 

^̂  Keith Barr McCutcheon to Norman J. Anderson, 30 August 1967, Folder 2. 
Box 18, McCutcheon Papers. 
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follows is an attempt to present a balanced account of the central issues driving the 

debate. As a result, a review of the key tuming points of the conflict is in order. 

MACV direcfíve 95-4 issued in 1965 established the relationship between the Air 

Force and the Marine Corps in Vietnam regarding operational control of Marine air 

assets. It drew heavily upon the McCutcheon Board report of 1963. Although the debate 

over operational control of Marine air units never ceased, the command relationships 

embodied in MACV 95-4 proved to be a workable compromise until 1968.̂ ^ 

The explanations of why this relationship began to unravel are as varied as the 

points of view of those who have tried to explain it. There is no doubt that the arrival of 

Air Force Major General WiUiam W. Momeyer in Vietnam in the summer of 1967 was 

the catalyst. Momeyer had relieved Major General Joseph Moore as commander of 7th 

Air Force. Marine Corps historians Allan Millett and Jack Shulimson have noted that 

7R 

Momeyer made no secret of his desire to gain control of Ist MAW. Momeyer, in Air 

Power in Three Wars, gave his assessment of the command relationships under MACV-

95-4, stating, "Under this direcfíve, airpower was. . .fragmented by establishing all the 

elements of two separate tactical air forces in the theater. one controlled by the theater 

commander and the other by the equivalent of a Corps commander."^^ 

^̂  Douglas Kinnard, The War Managers (Wayne, N.J.: The Avery Publishing 
Group, Inc, 1985), 61; Robert Frank Futrell, Ideas, Concepts, and Doctrines: Basic 
Thinking in the United States Air Force, 1961-1984 (Maxwell Air Force Base. Ala.: Air 
University Press, 1989), 282. 

^̂  Millett, 586, Shulimson, 191968, 472. 

^̂  Momeyer. 82. 

245 



Millett argued that the debate over "single management" of air assets in Vietnam 

was triggered when Momyer sought to expand the interdiction campaign against the Ho 

Chi Minh Trail.. In order offset the increased demands on Air Force assets wrought b\ 

this change, Momeyer, wanted operational control over Marine aircraft so he could use 

them to provide close support to Army and ARVN units in I Corps. The impressive 

effecfíveness and effíciency of Marine air operafíons in Vietnam made this even more 

desirable. Such a move would be in keeping with fundamental Air Force doctrine which 

stated that the air assets in a theater of war needed to be controlled by a single 

commander so that they could be employed to their greatest advantage. Millett has 

suggested that Momyer also may have been mofívated by fmstration over his inability to 

control most other aspects of the air war in Vietnam.^^ If he attained operational control 

(OPCON) over Marine squadrons, Momyer would exercise full control over all fixed 

wing air operations over the area of the land battle in Vietnam. Either way his ploy set 

off a intense reaction up the Marine Corps chain of command from Danang to 

Washington.^' 

At the heart of Marine Corps opposition to Air Force plans was fear of what 

changes in command relationships would do to the ability of 1 st MAW squadrons to 

°̂ During this period command responsibility for the strategic air campaign 
against North Vietnam lay with CinCPac, Admiral U. S. Grant Sharp and 13th Air Force 
in the Philippines and was not under Momyer's direction. His authority was strictly 
limited to operations being conducted in the skies over South Vietnam. 

31 Millett, 586-587-
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respond in a timely manner to III MAF ground units' needs.^' McCutcheon wrote 

Anderson: 

Saw a personal message yesterday from [FMFPac Commanding General, 
Victor H.] Krulak to Greene summarizing the recent MACV and 7th Air Force ' 
ploy to change the bomb line and reopen the quesfíon of command and control of 
air. MACV will not be able to do this unilaterally since some of the basic 
directives go back to CINCPAC. However, CINCPAC will probably pretty much 
go along wtth MACV so we will have to carry the fíght on at both ends. Krulak 
and Hutch [Kmlak's deputy Major General Homer G. HutchinsonJ should be able 
to handle tt m Honolulu but it will be up to you in Vietnam. If you get your back 
to the wall just remind the Air Force that they have not yet demonstrated the 
capability nor have they won the right to take control of Marine Corps Aviation. 
. . .They can talk all they want about a Wing air control system but the one they 

have is not responsive enough to do the job we need to do.̂ ^ 

Desptte McCutcheon's views, other circumstances complicated the matter. The 

tactical situafíon in I Corps was changing. By early 1968, Marine divisions were no 

longer the only ground units conducting operafíons in region. The Army's Ist Cavalry 

division had been moved into northem I Corps and there were three ARVN divisions 

operating in the area. ft would be more convenient to have the Ist MAW provide for the 

close air support needs of these units when not otherwise employed with Marine 

operations. However, according to Westmoreland, Ist MAW commander Norm 

Anderson reftised to do so. Moreover, the failure of the Marines to provide air support to 

units other than their own, created a very ineffícient situation where three separate air 

^̂  Bemard Nalty, Air Power and the Fight for Khe Sanh. (Washington, D.C.: 
Office of Air Force History, United States Air Force, 1973), 68; John J. Lane, Jr., 
Command and Control and Communications Stmctures in Southeast Asia (Maxwell Air 
Force Base, Ala.: Air War College, Air University, 1981), 52-53 

Keith Barr McCutcheon to Norman J. Anderson, 15 November 1967. Folder 2, 
Box 18, McCutcheon Papers. 
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control systems (Marine, Air Force, and ARVN) were needed to direct air operations in 

this relatively small area.̂ "̂  

Ineffícient use of resources was at the heart of Momyer's argument for supporting 

the placement of all air operafíons under a single manager. He later explained: 

. . . .The Marine system [of employing air assets] is designed for amphibious 
operations where the lack of supporting artillery required airpower overhead at all 
times. In this operation, where attaining a beachhead is critical, the use of 
airpower in this manner can be jusfífied. However, it is highly expensive to keep 
aircraft overhead at all times throughout the day and during crifícal periods at 
night when there are no targets. Furthermore, even if the Marine ground situation 
does not require the aircraft that are in the air on alert, they are already committed 
^nd it is difficult to move the to where they might be needed more. 

Marine divisions are not designed for sustained ground operations and 
therefore do not have heavy artillery. Thus, the Marines depend upon planes and 
naval guns to provide heavy fire support for the amphibious assault. In the normal 
scheme of joint operational plans, once the Marines have secured the beachhead, 
Army units take over the ground campaign and press the offensive. In Vietnam, 
the Ist and 3rd Marine Divisions in I Corps settled down to sustained ground 
combat, with the Army providing them the heavy artillery augmentation. Even so, 
the Marines employed aviation as though they were still conducting an 
amphibious operation. The 1 st Marine Air Wing divided its aircraft between the 
two Marine divisions and, irrespective of the ground situation, scheduled these 
aircraft into their areas in a steady stream. In the event of a major engagement by 
one division, the air wing would "surge" to meet the additional requirements 
rather than change to any significant degree the number of aircraft sorties 
committed to the other division. 

This type of arrangement for sustained land warfare prevents the 
application of airpower where it can have the greatest effect on the ground battle 
Dividing airpower between ground units does not allow it to be concentrated on a 
decisive part of the overall theater campaign. . . . 

Besides the Marine units, there were three ARVN divisions and one U.S. 
Army division in I Corps prior to the 1968 Tet offensive. All of these divisions 
normally required air support during engagements with the enemy, and it was 
essential that we apply the available airpower to the divisions doing the fighting.^' 

^^ Westmoreland, 416, Momeyer 286, Futrell, 1961-1984, 283, 

^̂  Momeyer, 285-286. 
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The debate came to a head during the battle of Khe Sanh.. Late in 1967, 

intelligence reports indicated a build up of forces which suggested that the North 

Vietnamese Army was posifíoning itself for a major offensive. Indications were that this 

attack would come in the vicinity of the Marine held base at Khe Sanh. Momeyer, states 

in his book Air Power in Three Wars that the only real signifícance of the Khe Sanh base 

was as a political symbol. Westmoreland, on the other hand, believed the base was 

strategically important. He felt the base could serve as a point from which he could 

launch patrols to prevent enemy infiltrafíon from Laos. It could also serve as a place to 

stage infíltration operations into Laos, a base for reconnaissance planes surveying the Ho 

Chi Minh Trail, the westem anchor for a line of defense in the event the NVA overran the 

DMZ, and a jumping off point for ground operations to cut the Ho Chi Minh Trail. For 

these reasons, Westmoreland consulted with Walt and his successor Lieutenant General 

Robert Cushman, and determined that they would hold the base if attacked. However, 

everyone agreed that the base could not be held without massive employment of air 

power. 

Marine Corps plans for the defense of Khe Sanh took the form of a traditional air-

ground team operation whereby the 26th Marines would hold the base with close air 

support and aerial re-supply provided by the airplanes and helicopters of the Ist Wing. 

Nonetheless, intelligence indicated that two enemy divisions of 15.000 to 20,000 troops 

were operating in the Khe Sanh area and Momyer believed that it would take a much 

36 Momeyer, 305-306, Westmoreland, 408-409. 
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larger commitment of air power to keep the aerial supply lines open and defend the base. 

Westmoreland authorized the Air Force to use whatever resources necessary to 

accomplish this task. Momeyer proposed the use of B-52's to carpet bomb NVA 

positions in the area. However, according to Momyer, the Ist Wing insisted that all close 

support strikes for the Marines at Khe Sanh be controlled by the Marines and that the air 

space to certain radius around the base be closed to all but Marine air traffíc. This meant 

conducting a highly complicated air operation under two different command and control 

systems, a prospect almost guaranteed to produce problems. Momyer insisted to 

Westmoreland that without the establishment of single manager for air operations, Khe 

Sanh might well be lost.̂ ^ 

An exasperated Westmoreland had had enough. On 18 January 1968 he sent a 

message to CinCPac Admiral Ulysses S. Grant Sharp recommending placing air 

operations m Vietnam under a single manager. It read: 

The changing situation places a demand for greater organization and 
control of air resources and a premium on the need for rapid decision-making. It 
is no longer feasible nor prudent to restrict the employment of the total tactical 
resources to given areas. I feel the utmost need for a more fíexible posture to shift 
my air effort where it can best be used in the coming battles. Consequently. I am 
proposing to give my Air Deputy [Momyer] operational control of the Ist Marine 
Air Wing, less the helicopters. 

^̂  Momyer, 306, 309; Shulimson, 1968, 474-475. 

^̂  Futrell, 1961-1984, 283; Nalty, 69, 72. 

^̂  Westmoreland message quoted in Momyer. 309. 
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His primary motivation for this had less to do with Momyer's arguments about the 

situation at Khe Sanh than his concem over the lack of support the Marines were 

providing to Army units in I Corps supporting the Khe Sanh campaign. Westmoreland 

believed that he was simply asking the Marines to help in supporting Army and ARVN 

operations when not otherwise engaged; in the same way the Marines relied on Army 

artiUery to help in theirs. For this reason, he was convinced that III MAF commanders 

would accept the necessity of the change. Instead, what he got was fight over doctrine 

that carried all the way to the Joint Chiefs and Secretary of Defense. Westmoreland 

placed the blame for this squarely on Headquarters, Marine Corps. He would later recall 

that the resultant controversy was the one and only issue was during his tenure as 

commander of MACV that caused him to consider resigning."* 

Sharp denied Westmoreland's initial request to implement a single manager 

system. However, continuing conflict between MACV and III MAF over the amount and 

effectiveness of air support provided by the Marines to Army units in I Corps and 

escalation of the battle around Khe Sanh prompted Westmoreland into sending a second 

request to Sharp. Shortly thereafter, Momyer petitioned Westmoreland for operational 

control of all air operations in the Khe Sanh area. Westmoreland was reluctant to go this 

far without approval of the single manager system. He, therefore, instmcted Momyer to 

meet with Cushman and Anderson to see if they could reach an agreement.^' Shortly 

^^Westmoreland, 417-418. 

^' Shulimson, 1968, 487-490. 
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before that meeting Anderson wrote McCutcheon: 

Latest information from Dick Browning, our liaison offícer down there [in 
Saigon], is that COMUSMACV is about to approve a 7th AF proposal to take 
over all air operafíons in defense of Khe Sanh. General Cushman has not been 
asked what he thinks of this proposal, but is prepared to object strenuously on 
grounds which are derived from the effectiveness of Marine air support and the 
requirement for detailed integration with the fíre and movement of ground forces 
at Khe Sanh. I suspect we will lose a little as a resuft of this development 
because Westy still would like to tum to one individual to solve these air 
problems which are too diffícult and complex for him to put his mind on."̂ " 

The meefíng, on 22 January produced and agreement that linked the Air Force and 

Marine tactical air control systems through an Air Force airbome control center and 

ground rules for cooperation between the two sides to coordinate air operations around 

the base."̂ ^ 

However, throughout Febmary, Momeyer continued to express dissatisfaction 

with the arrangement, prompfíng Westmoreland once again to request Sharp's permission 

to implement the single manager system. He then sent Momyer to Danang to brief 

Cushman and Anderson on his proposal to change command relationships and establish 

single management. Basically, this plan would put the majority of Marine Corps fixed-

wing assets under Momyer's control. 

When news of this reached Washington, Commandant Leonard F. Chapman, who 

had succeeded Greene in January 1968, sent a memorandum to the Chairman of the Joint 

*̂̂  Norman J. Anderson to Keith Barr McCutcheon 13 Febmary 1968. Folder 4. 
Box 20, McCutcheon Papers. 

^^ Nalty, 74-74; Shulimson, 1968, 490. 

•̂ ' Shulimson, 1968, 491; Nalty, 74. 77; Futrell, 1961-1984, 284. 
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Chiefs of Staff, Army General Earie G. Wheeler, protesting Westmoreland's proposal and 

suggesting that it struck at the integrity of the Marine MAGTF doctrine and violated JCS 

directives establishing III MAF as a separate uni-service command responsible to directly 

to Westmoreland. Westmoreland for his part sent a representative to Honolulu to make 

his case directly to Admiral Sharp. Sharp was persuaded to support Westmoreland's 

point of view and despite the efforts of FMFPac commander Lieutenant General Victor 

Krulak to change Sharp's mind, the admiral approved the single manager concept on 4 

March 1968."̂ ^ 

That same day, after he leamed of Sharp's decision, Anderson wrote 

McCutcheon: 

I have just heard that CINCPAC had decided against us and in favor of 
7th AF in the OPCON branigan."*^ I don't feel too badly having this happen on 
my watch although I wish it could have been avoided. The stmcture in I Corps is 
now so complex that any devices to simplify, even if they didn't guarantee 
improved efficiency, are bound to be received sympathetically. I know we could 
have continued to operate more satisfactorily under 95-4, but the whole 
arrangement has made Westy nervous since he can't put the heat on a single air 
commander without an arrangement such as this unless he himself undertakes to 
become more knowledgeable about air operations. Obviously it is too late for him 
to attempt this now. 

The old arguments still apply. If you and Chappy are inclined to continue 
the battle in Washington please do so with my encouragement. We will break our 
backs to provide you with both fact and fancy if you should decide to go this 
route. 

^' Shulimson, 1968, 491-492. 

^^ Squabble. 

"̂^ Norman J. Anderson to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 4 March 1968, Folder 4, Box 
20, McCutcheon Papers. 
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Chapman and McCutcheon were so inclined. Over the next three weeks, 

McCutcheon prepared a presentafíon for the Joint Chiefs of Staff designed to convince 

them of the necessity of ending the single management system in Vietnam. In the 

meantime, he began to get reports back from Vietnam that the failure of MACV planners 

to comprehensively formulate implementafíon of single management had produced a 

confused air control stmcture whose ineffíciencies were beginning to erode the 1 st 

Wing's responsiveness to requests from ground units."̂ ^ 

On 26 March, McCutcheon made his pitch before the Joint Chiefs. He was not 

confident about the result. Reflecting on the presentation afterward, he believed that the 

Chief of Naval Operafíons Admiral Thomas H. Moorer would support the Marine Corps" 

position, but felt the other chiefs would probably go against the Corps on the issue. 

However, because Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General Earle Wheeler, was 

absent from the meeting, Air Force Chief of Staff, General John P. McConnell, suggested 

that a vote on the subject be delayed until Wheeler's retum. Despite McCutcheon's belief 

that Wheeler was opposed to the Marines' stance, Chapman arranged for him to make the 

presentation again for the chairman. 

Nonetheless, McCutcheon prepared for the worst. He wrote III MAF chief of 

staff, Major General Earl E. Anderson, "If we don't get safísfaction in the JCS we are 

"̂^ Shulimson, 1968, 496-496; Keith McCutcheon to Eari E. Anderson, 26 March 
1968, Folder 4, Box 20, McCutcheon Papers. 

^̂  McCutcheon to E. E. Anderson, 26 March 1968; Shulimson, 1968, 497. 
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prepared to go on up the line."^^ To do that he needed more fíeld data. He told 

Anderson: 

One point I wiU make in the message and more and more it seems that this 
is our key point, is responsiveness. There isn't any doubt about it that when you 
add more layers to the [air control] system it is bound to take more time. We are 
making a big to-do about this. It is absolutely essenfíal that you record in great 
detail what you put in for and when, and what you actually get and when.^ 51 

Over the next two weeks evidence began to mount that the single manager system 

was not working. On 5 April McCutcheon again got the chance to plead the Marine 

Corps case before the Joint Chiefs.^^ This fíme the he feh more positive about the results. 

A few days later he wrote: 

We have been pushing the air control problem and right now things look 
like they are in pretty fair shape. The Navy joined us fairly early in the game and 
last Friday the Army came over to our position. . . . That left the Chairman and the 
Air Force against us. Yesterday the Chairman tried to float a message indicating 
the OPCON of Marine Air was a temporary expedient and when the emergency 
was over the status quo would be resumed. The Marine position was that if they 
indicated that now was the time they would go along with it. The Chairman said 
he would not buy that. So as of the moment the Army, Navy and Marine Corps 
are lined up against the Air Force and the Chairman but the latter has weakened 
his position to the temporary gimmick. The next step will be to send the paper to 
SecDef and we will brief him and hopefully get a favorable decision. I feel 
better about it than I have in a long fíme.^^ 

^̂  McCutcheon to E. E. Anderson, 26 March 1968. 

'̂ Ibid. 

^̂  Shulimson, 1968, 497-500. 

" Keith Barr McCutcheon to Earl E. Anderson and Norman J. Anderson, 9 April 
1968, Folder 4, Box 20, McCutcheon Papers. 
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Three weeks later, because of the inability of the Joint Chiefs to come to a unifíed 

conclusion on the issue, McCutcheon got the opportunity to lay the Marine Corps case on 

single management before Secretary of the Navy Paul Nitze. His presentation focused on 

the increase in response time and decline in sortie rates under the new system and 

emphasized the accomplishments of the Ist MAW prior to the single manager 

arrangement. Nitze asked pointed quesfíons of representafíves on both sides of the debate 

who were in attendance. However, in the end he upheld Westmoreland's position.̂ "^ 

Negotiafíons between and MACV and the Marine Corps conducted throughout the 

summer produced modifications to the single management system. For the Marine Corps 

this amounted to retuming operational control of the majority of Ist Wing missions to III 

MAF under an arrangement similar to that which was in place under MACV 95-4 in 

1965. Moreover, these changes effected in the single management arrangement by the 

Marine Corps provided Army and ARVN units with Air Force close air support in a 

manner that approximated the Marine Corps system. This change represented a major 

improvement in responsiveness to their needs. In July, General Creighton Abrams, who 

had replaced Westmoreland as MACV commander, accepted this state of affairs and 

pushed the issue no further. During a visit to Vietnam that same month General 

Chapman also decided to accept this state of affairs and push the issue no further. 

Marine Corps hard-liners, McCutcheon among them, felt that the Commandant had sold 

"̂̂  Keith Barr McCutcheon to Frank G. Tharin, 24 April 1968 and Keith Barr 
McCutcheon to Norman J. Anderson, 17 May 1968, both in Folder 4. Box 20. 
McCutcheon Papers. 
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out on the issue. They were concemed not about the difference the decision made 

regarding tactical control of operations in Vietnam, but what it might imply on a doctrinal 

level for the Marine Corps in the future.̂ ^ 

Air Force historians have suggested that even McCutcheon eventually came to 

embrace the single management concept quoting indiscriminately from an article he 

wrote for the U.S. Naval Institute Proceedings published in 1971: 

There is no doubt about whether single management was an overall 
improvement asfar as MACVas a whole was concemed. It was. And there was 
no denying the fact that, when three Army divisions were assigned to I Corps 
^nd interspersed between two Marine divisions, a higher order of coordination and 
cooperation was required than previously.^^ 

To take the view that this meant McCutcheon sanctioned single management is a gross 

misrepresentation of his attitude. A few paragraphs later, in the same article, he 

continued: 

[under the revised system] ComUSMACV assigned CG III MAF a basic mission 
to conduct offensive air support, and ComUSMACV delegated to his Deputy for 
Air the authority to task CG III MAF for specific missions on a daily and weekly 

• ^ ^ Shulimson, 1968, 501-515; Charies R. Smith, U.S. Marines in Vietnam: High 
Mobility and Standdown, 1969 (Washington, D.C.: History and Museums Division, 
Headquarters, U.S. Marine Corps, 1988), 225-226; Keith Barr McCutcheon to Norman J 
Anderson, 17 May 1968, Keith Barr McCutcheon to Earl E. Anderson, 3 June 1968, 
Keith Barr McCutcheon to Norman J. Anderson, 3 June 1968, Keith Barr McCutcheon to 
Charies J. Quilter, 15 July 1968, Keith Barr McCutcheon to Clarence G. Dahl 18 July 
1968, Homer G. Hutchinson to Keith Barr McCutcheon, date noted by McCutcheon as 
July or August 1968, all in Folder 4, Box 20, McCutcheon Papers. 

56 Keith Barr McCutcheon, "Marine Aviafíon in Vietnam, 1962-1970" reproduced 
in Edwin H. Simmons, ed. The Marines in Vietnam, 1954-1973: An Anthologv and 
Annotated Bibliography (Washington, D.C.: History and Museums Division, 
Headquarters U.S. Marine Corps, 1985), 275. This quote also appears in Futrell, 1961-
1984, 285; and Nalty, 81. Emphasis added. 
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basis in frag orders in order that III MAF assets could support the force as a 
whole. . . . 

In short, the Marines did not relinquish operafíonal control of their 
resources, MACV [Army and ARVN units] as a whole received more effective air 
support and III MAF continued to receive responsive air support from its own 
units. Within the system, III MAF had fírst claim on its own assets, so most 
Marine air missions were in support of Marine ground units '̂  

Proof of this unreconstmcted attitude is evident two years after the single 

management conflict when McCutcheon, as commanding general of III MAF, worked to 

have the terms of the new arrangement written into a revised version of MACV 95-4. By 

1970, there was little of the controversy that had characterized the debate in 1968. 

McCutcheon's interest was in getting the compromises on the issue. effected between the 

services in 1968, written into MACV directives, knowing that they would serve as a 

model for future joint operations. To this end, McCutcheon succeeded in having a 

provision added that stated that the commanding general III MAF would exercise 

"operational control" of Marine Corps aviation resources for offensive and defensive 

operations, while making strike aircraft available to the Deputy Commander USMACV. 

Air, for "mission direction." McCutcheon later explained the implications of this: 

Operational control comprised four essential elements composition of 
subordinate forces, the assignment of tasks, the designation of objectives. and the 
authoritative direction necessary to accomplish the mission. By our defmition 
mission direction is restricted to one element only, namely the assignment of 
tasks. CG III MAF, therefore, retains the other elements of operational control 
. . . .A basic mission or task assigned by ComUSMACV to CG III MAF is to 
conduct offensive and defensive tactical air operations. Directive 95.4 now 
delegates to Deputy Commander MACV for Air, i.e., Commander 7th Air Force. 
responsibility to assign specific fíxed-wing air tasks to CG III MAF on a periodic 

'^ McCutcheon, "Marine Aviation," cited above, 275-276. 
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basis, that is in weekly or daily frag, as an extension of the basic mission of 
offensive tacfícal air support already assigned directly by MACV.̂ ^ 

Just as the Marine Corps and MACV were reaching agreement on command 

relafíonships that would improve the Ist MAW's ability to respond to close support 

requests from ground units, McCutcheon leamed of problems developing within the III 

MAF responsiveness of the wing's helicopter groups to the needs of infantry 

commanders. Some of this may have been rooted in Army criticism of the conservatism 

Marine rotary-wing operations and lack of troop and equipment lift provided by the Ist 

MAW's helicopters. However, the Marine Corps' primary focus on amphibious warfare 

had prompted it to by larger more expensive helicopters which meant there were fewer 

available and thus, Marine helo operations had to be conducted in a very different manner 

from those conducted by the First Cavalry Division (Airmobile). The general consensus 

of opinion among Marines was that a lack of communications between infantrymen and 

airmen on these issues was the root of the problem, but no one seemed quite sure about 

its origins. There seemed little doubt, however, that the issue was poisoning the 

relationship between air and ground Marines which McCutcheon had worked so hard to 

cultivate before departing Vietnam two year previously.' 

^̂  Keith Barr McCutcheon to Leonard F. Chapman, 16 August 1970, quoted in 
Graham A. Cosmas and Terrance P. Murray, U.S. Marines in Vietnam: Vietnamization 
and Redeplovment, 1970-1971 (Washington, D.C.: History and Museums Division. 
Headquarters, U.S. Marine Corps, 1986), 277. 

^̂  Millett, 582; Congress, House, Subcommittee on Department of Defense, 
Committee on Appropriations Department of Defense Appropriations for 1969. pt. 3, 
90th Cong., 2d Sess., 20 March 1968, 178. 
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McCutcheon first became aware of the problem upon receipt of a letter from Earl 

Anderson in April 1968. Anderson wrote that complaints from the commanders of the 

Ist and 3rd Marine Divisions over the responsiveness of helicopter squadrons was 

causing considerable constemafíon at III MAF headquarters. He noted that the Ist Wing 

had responded by offering to create mini MAGTFs in response to these complaints; 

however, Anderson was of the opinion that this was a wasteful approach to allocating the 

wing's limited rotary-wing assets. He felt the problem was a fundamental lack of 

communication which had developed as air and ground commanders had come and gone 

over the two years since McCutcheon and Walt had established the original air-ground 

relationships in III MAF. Anderson was convinced that much of the problem could be 

solved through a "bitch session" that would allow both sides to air complaints and arrive 

at a greater understanding of the other's problems. 

In June, just before he wound up his tour as commander of Ist MAW, Norm 

Anderson v^ote McCutcheon that he felt the problems developing between air and 

ground commanders in III MAF had their source in "a failure to inject sound air thinking 

into ground plans in a timely fashion."^' As a corrective measure, Anderson tried to have 

senior Marine aviators inserted into the staffs of the various division and regimental 

commanders as prescribed by the principles of the Marine Corps MAGTF concept. 

^̂  Eari E. Anderson to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 16 April 1968, Folder 4. Box 20, 
McCutcheon Papers. 

'̂ Norman J. Anderson to Keith Barr McCutcheon. 12 June 1968. Folder 4. Bo\ 
20, McCutcheon Papers. 
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However, he was of the opinion that the failures in communication between the two sides 

were primarily the result of the unwillingness of ground commanders to embrace the 

spirit of the MAGTF doctrine.^^ 

In August, shortly after Major General Charles J. Quilter took over the wing from 

Anderson, McCutcheon wrote Quilter to express his concems on the situation: 

I have heard mmblings back here from both ground and aviation offícers 
varying in rank from lieutenant colonel to major general that we do not have the 
communication and dialogue in existence between air and ground units that we 
should have. Pracfícally all these people were specifícally talking about 
helicopters. I take it the method of requisifíon is fairly well centralized at a high 
level and that visits by Wing personnel to regimental and battalion staffs are 
infrequent. If, repeat, if this is so, then perhaps we are mrming a system in house 
that roughly coincides with the fixed-wing system run by the Air Force we have 
objected to so strenuously. 

I quizzed Norm Anderson on this once before and he sent me a copy of 
the Wing Order which read very well. As I recall it classified helo operations into 
general support and direct support categories and placed direct support helos 
essenfíally under OPCON of the Division DASC's [Direct Air Support Centers]. 
I do not know whether it is sfíll working this way or not but I thought you should 
know that some of the troops are leaving Vietnam with the impression that Marine 
Aviation is not really providing them the kind of support that they need or 
expect.^^ 

McCutcheon caufíoned Quilter that he did not believe this situation arose from the new 

single manager system implemented by MACV. Rather. it was an intemal problem that 

could be readily remedied. 

'' Ibid. 

'' Keith Barr McCutcheon to Charies J. Quilter. 27 August 1968, Folder 4, Box 

20, McCutcheon Papers. 

'' Ibid. 
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Various solutions to the air-ground communication problem were proposed. 

These ranged from cross training division general offícers as helicopter pilots, to cross 

training all infantry offícers and pilots, to initiation of studies into air-ground command 

and control relationships, to development of new standard operating procedures for 

helicopter operations.^^ In the end, McCutcheon decided that the problem came down to 

a lack of helicopters and a need for leaders determined to make the system work. He 

wrote Major General George S. Bowman: 

there is nothing fundamentally wrong with our concept or doctrine, except all 
hands wanting to make it work. The fact that we are short helicopters and have 
been for four or fíve years cannot be countered by changing command 
relafíonships. We will have neither more nor fewer assets before or after any such 
change in command~it is a quesfíon of managing more effíciently the resources 
that we have.^^ 

A solufíon to the communication problem came when Major General William G. 

Thrash replaced Quilter as commander of Ist MAW. Thrash worked tirelessly to ensure 

that both sides carried on a dialogue on common problems and worked together to seek 

solutions. The equipment problem was quite another matter. Over the course of his 

tenure as DCS, Air McCutcheon worked to provide the Ist MAW with better aircraft and 

greater support capabilities. In doing so he focused on modifying equipment already 

^̂  Eari E. Anderson to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 9 September 1968, Folder 4. Box 
20, McCutcheon Papers; Henry W. Hise to Keith Barr McCutcheon 28 January 1969. 
George Dooley to Keith Barr McCutcheon 19 May 1969, Keith Barr McCutcheon to 
George S. Bowman 22 September 1969, George S. Bowman Keith Barr McCutcheon 1 
October 1969, George S. Bowman to Keith Barr McCutcheon 12 December 1969 all in 
Folder 1, Box 23, McCutcheon Papers; 

^̂  Keith Barr McCutcheon to George S. Bowman, 20 October 1969. Folder 1, Box 
23, McCutcheon Papers. 
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being deployed to Marine squadrons and introduction of new aircraft into the Marine 

inventory.^^ 

The key to solving the helicopter transport problem was the introduction of the 

CH-46 "Sea Knight" helicopters into Marine squadrons. The CH-46 had been 

specifícally designed to replace the aging CH-34 "Sea Horse" which had carried the brunt 

of the Marines' early operations in Southeast Asia. It had nearly four times the cargo and 

troop carrying capacity of the CH-34. Despite basic maintenance problems arising from 

the dusty envirormiental conditions in Vietnam, the CH-46 appeared to be performing 

well; so well, that by early 1967, the Marines were introducing the "D" model of the 

aircraft and beginning to phase out the older CH-37s at an accelerated rate.̂ ^ 

Then, in May and June of 1967 the CH-46s experienced a series crashes that 

threatened to grind the program to a halt. Over an eight week period the Marines lost five 

CH-46s to elusive causes. However, the shear number of crashes implied a design fíaw. 

The problem seriously threatened Marine operations in Vietnam where nearly the '"Sea 

Knight" accounted for nearly fifty percent of the wing's lift capacity. In late July, after 

the crash of a sixth CH-46, McCutcheon demanded a CH-46 reliability review 

conference. 

^̂  Bowman to McCutcheon, 1 October 1969. 

^^Fails, 101,103-104. 

^^lbid., 121-122, 124. 
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Members of McCutcheon's staff, Vertol technicians, and personnel from the 

Naval Air Systems Command met at the Vertol plant in Morton, Pennsylvania to try to 

fígure out what was wrong. The conference report identifíed two problems. The fírst was 

inadequate field maintenance, which was tied to a deterioration in ground crew quality 

that had resulted from the rapid build up of Marine forces in Vietnam. The second was a 

vibration problem located in the helicopter's aft pylon which caused the failure of 

bearings, rotorblades, and pylon stmcture in the rear of the aircraft. At the time, the 

conferees felt that the problems could be easily corrected.^^ 

After the seventh crash in late August in Vietnam, I st Wing conmiander Norman 

J. Anderson grounded of all the unit's CH-46s, restricting them solely to emergency 

combat sorties where no other aircraft was acceptable, until the source of the mishaps 

could be found. One week later Boeing-Vertol president Robert W. Tharrington went to 

Vietnam to conduct further investigations. Though no single cause for the accidents 

could be identified, a number of corrective measures were suggested which it was 

believed would avert disaster in the fliture. As a result, McCutcheon ordered a number of 

field modifications including the bracing of the aircraft's rear ramp area, modifícation of 

the electrical and hydraulic systems, and a transmission alteration designed to reduce 

motor mount wear and prevent stmctural cracks from forming. In the meantime a number 

of the recently refíred CH-37s were retumed to Vietnam to help fíll the void. To 

eliminate the time lost to retuming the helicopters to the U.S., McCutcheon ordered that 

^̂  Ibid., 123; Congress, House, Defense Appropriations Hearings, 1969. 174. 
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repairs to Vietnam based aircraft be made at the 1 st Wings permanent base in Futema, 

Japan. By Febmary 1968 all of the Ist MAW CH-46's had been retro-fitted and were 

back in service; however, the exact cause of the crashes of previous year was never 

found.^' 

Another means of ensuring lift requirements were met was to prevent the loss of 

helicopters damaged in combat. This initiated another helicopter modifícation program. 

During his tour with the I st Wing in Vietnam, McCutcheon had had identifíed a 

requirement for a heavy lift helicopter to be used as a helicopter retriever. Back at 

Headquarters, Marine Corps, studies were inifíated to determine if the CH-53 could be 

used in this capacity. During initial tests, it proved to be a satisfactory for recovering the 

Marines' UH-1 and CH-34 helicopters but lacked the lift capacity to retrieve downed 

CH-46s. Upon taking up the post of DCS, Air, McCutcheon initiated a deal with the 

Naval Air Systems Command to install higher performance engines in a select few CH-

53s to be used as retrievers. Although the modification was initially overmled by the 

Navy, McCutcheon took the case to the Chief of Naval Operations. The CNO approved 

the modifícafíon in December 1966. Six months later, HMH-463 deployed to Vietnam 

with the modifíed "Sea Stallions." In its first six months of operation the squadron 

recovered 370 aircraft. The performance of these helicopters led McCutcheon 

recommend that the Marine Corps increase the number it intended to purchase and 

increase the ratio of CH-53s to CH-46s in the overall mix of aircraft in the Marine 

71 Fails, 11^-116: Congress. House. Defense Appropriations Hearings, 1969. 174. 
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helicopter groups. The change not only saved helicopters but increased the wing's cargo 

lift capacity. 

Not all modification programs aimed at improving the capabilifíes of the Marine 

air wings inifíated during McCutcheon's tenure as DCS, Air were aimed at helicopters. 

One such project designed to improve Marine interdiction and close support capabilities 

involved the A-6A "Intmder." The "Intmder" was an all weather attack bomber designed 

to operate at night or when weather conditions were less than optimal. Working in 

conjunction with the Marine EA-6As, an electronic warfare version of the same plane, the 

Marines had been able to produce spectacular results even under monsoon conditions. For 

this reason were also used extensively to support the Air Force's RoUing Thunder 

campaign.^^ 

Difficulties in maintaining the aircraft's avionics package diminished the plane's 

effectiveness. Because the electronic targeting gear aboard the aircraft was often 

malfunctioned, the plane's missions and useflilness were restricted. As a result, 

McCutcheon sought funding to place improved avionics in the aircraft to increase its 

availability in all-weather situafíons. He attempted to drive home to members of House 

Appropriations committee that the aircraft was the most reliable in the Marine inventory 

and that the investment in the improvements would be a cost effective means of 

improving its performance. As a coroUary. McCutcheon also sought funds for 

^' Fails 115-116, 118-119; 123-124 Congress, House, Defense Appropriations 
Hearings, 1969, 177-178. 

73 Shulimson, 1966, 264-265. 
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procurement of a number of improved four-seat EA-6Bs which would also contribute to 

the effectiveness of the weapons system by providing enhanced targeting and electronic 

countermeasures capability for operations employing the A-^As.^'' 

McCutcheon also secured funding to improve the aging A-4 "Skyhawks," which 

provided the bulk Marine aviafíon's fíxed wing attack capability. These fíands were used 

to improve the aircraft's electronic countermeasures and short take-off capacity. Success 

in this endeavor allowed the Marine Corps to extend the usefíal life of the plane without 

encumbering the expense and delays of procuring a replacement.^^ 

Modification of existing aircraft was not the only way McCutcheon sought 

improve the capabilifíes of Marine aviafíon during while serving as DCS, Air. He also 

facilitated the introduction of new aircraft into the inventory. Among these were the 

AH-1 "Cobra" helicopter, the OV-10 "Bronco" observation plane, and the AV-6A 

"Harrier," the fírst vertical/short takeoff or landing (V/STOL) aircraft introduced into the 

American arsenal. 

"̂̂  Congress, House, Subcommittee on the Department of Defense of the 
Committee on Appropriations, Department of Defense Appropriations for 191968, pt.4, 
90th Cong., Ist Sess., 18 April 1967, 207-208, 210-212; Keith Barr McCutcheon to 
Norman J. Anderson, 2 November 1967, Folder 2, Box 18 McCutcheon Papers; 
Congress, House, Subcommittee on Department of Defense, Committee on 
Appropriafíons, Department of Defense Appropriafíons for 1970, pt.3, 91 st Cong., Ist 
Sess., 8May 1969,432-433. 

^' McCutcheon resume of service in Keith Barr McCutcheon Biographical File. 
Historical Reference Section, Marine Corps Historical Center, Washington. D. C: 
Congress. House. Defense Appropriations Hearings, 1970, 430-431. 
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The introduction of the "Cobra" and "Bronco" largely were the resuh of the same 

problem, a shortage of light helicopters in observafíon squadrons in Vietnam. In July 

1967, FMFPac commander Lieutenant General Victor Kmlak presented a report at 

Headquarters, on the utilizafíon of the Marine Corps helicopters in Southeast Asia. The 

most startling revelafíon involved the number of missions being flown by the Marine 

Corps' UH-IE "Hueys." During the period from July 1966 to June 1967, in addifíon to 

flying 5, 579 liaison/reconnaissance missions, for which, the aircraft was designed, the 

Ist MAW's UH-lEs had flown 19,597 missions as armed escorts for helicopter landing 

operations. This was fully two thirds of the total missions flown by all Marine 

helicopters, and in a role the helicopter was not designed. Kmlak believed the reason for 

this was that the arming of the "Hueys" with rockets and machine guns had gradually 

caused a shift in the aircraft's mission because ground commanders found it easier to call 

in the helicopters for close support of landing operations rather than rely on fixed-wing 

aircraft.^^ 

As a result, McCutcheon was faced with a dilemma with no easy solutions. In 

order to retum the "Hueys" to their proper role he had to solve the problem of how to 

provide greater observation and escort capabilities within helicopter groups of the Ist 

MAW. His solution was to add additional the OV-IOA "Broncos" and procure the AH-1 

"Cobra" helicopter gunship developed by the Army. 

76 Fails, 111; Congress, House, Defense Appropriafíons Hearings. 1969. 178. 

^^lbid., 113: Congress. House. Defense Appropriafíons Hearings. 1968. 191 
Congress. House, Defense Appropriations Hearings, 1970, 438-439. 
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The Marine Corps had long been interested in the OV-IOA dating back to 

McCutcheon's tour as Director of Marine Aviafíon in 1962. Although its primary 

function was to serve as a platform for airbome forward air controllers, it also had limited 

close support capabilifíes. The Marine Corps had committed to a small purchase of the 

aircraft which was to be deployed to Vietnam in the summer of 1968. In order to reduce 

the utilization of the UH-lEs, McCutcheon successftilly lobbied Congress for funding to 

purchase additional OV-lOAs to take on some of the load of providing armed escort for 

helicopter transport operations. Normally, this would have resulted in a reduction of the 

total number of helicopters in the Marine observation squadrons (VMOs) to accomodate 

the "Broncos." To avoid this, McCutcheon negotiated a deal with the Department of 

Defense to allow him to combine these "extra" "Hueys" from the 1 st MAWs VMOs with 

others at bases in the U.S. that had been earmarked for training squadrons to form a light 

helicopter squadron. This measure produced a temporary increase in the number of 

available light helicopters until he could effect a more permanent solution to the 

problem.^ 

As a permanent solufíon to providing the Marine Corps with a mission-designed 

armed escort helicopter, McCutcheon sought funding for the purchase of the Army 

developed AH-IG "Cobra," and a twin-engine modifícafíon the AH-IJ. Unlike the UH-

1E, the "Cobra" was a true helicopter gunship. It had the capability of carrying gun and 

rocket pods as well as bombs and sported a chin turret which could fíre either 7.62mm 

78 Ibid., 112-113. 
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machine guns or 40mm grenades or a combination of both. Moreover, its improved 

engines allowed it to keep pace with the new CH-46 and CH-53 transport helicopters 

which the older UH-IE could not do. The new helicopter was deployed to the VMOs in 

• • • 70 

Vietnam m April 1969 and was an immediate success with the Marines there. 

McCutcheon's most important victory, however, came in winning funding for the 

Marine Corps AV-6 Harrier program in 1969. By this time, public and congressional 

skepticism about the expense and management of defense procurement programs was 

running high. Appropriations for new programs were being scmtinized in detail and 
Qf\ 

more difficult to attain. 

Marine Corps interest in an airplane with V/STOL capability dated to its earliest 

development of helicopters. Such an aircraft offered the Marine Corps a number of 

advantages which a made it an ideal addition to the Marine Corps inventory, combining 

the basing flexibility and responsiveness of helicopters with the fírepower, range. and 

speed of a fíghter/attack plane. The greatest problem to be overcome in selling the 

program was the fact that it had not been developed by an American aircraft 

manufacturer. 

^̂  Cnngress. House. Department of Defense Appropriafíon, 1969, 181;Fails 153-

154. 

80 Congress, House, Department of Defense Appropriation, 1970, 293-302. 

'̂ Fails, 56-58; United States Marine Corps, Harrier AV-6B Program, copy in 
Folder 12, Box 25, McCutcheon Papers, I-l -1-5. 
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Upon leaming in 1968 that the Harrier had become operational in Royal Air 

Force, McCutcheon dispatched two of his staff offícers to England to get checked out in 

the new plane. Both came back enthusiasfíc about the aircraft's capabilities. With this 

information in hand, McCutcheon decided to press forward with an aggressive program to 

sell the Navy and Department of Defense on approving ftinding for the project.^^ 

The initial reacfíon to development a Harrier program was disappointing. Deputy 

Chief of Naval Operafíons, Air, Vice Admiral Thomas F. Connolly later tesfífíed in 

congressional hearings, "When McCutcheon came over and said they wanted this [the 

Harrier] I thought he lost his mind."^^ However, after leaming of the enthusiasm of pilots 

who had flown the plane Connolly became a convert. With his help, McCutcheon was 

able to secure approval to ask Congress to fund the purchase of twelve Harriers in the 

Fiscal Year I^^Obudget.^'* 

Selling the program to Congress was not an easy task. Both the House 

Appropriations Committee and the Senate Armed Services Committee expressed 

concems about the program. Among these was their reluctance to ship $43 million of 

the taxpayers' money to a foreign aircraft manufacturer to buy an airplane for use by a 

branch of the American military. However, it was a related concem, that disturbed 

^̂  Keith Barr McCutcheon to Arthur H. Adams, 22 October 1968, Folder 4. Box 
20, McCutcheon Papers. 

Congress, House, Department of Defense Appropriations. 1970. 328. 

^̂* Ibid., 328-329; Keith Barr McCutcheon to Eari E. Anderson. 6 December 1968. 
Folder 4, Box 20, McCutcheon Papers. 
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Congress most. This was the fact that an American manufacturer had not been able to 

develop an acceptable altemafíve. Before approving the program members of both the 

House and Senate closely questioned McCutcheon about this failure on the part of 

American industry.^^ 

In responding to the concems of Congress, McCutcheon offered several 

arguments in favor of the program. He noted that there was no comparable aircraft 

available anywhere in the world. The capabilities the "Harrier" would give Marine 

aviation were superior to those of any aircraft or attack helicopter currently in the 

inventory or that could be expected in the near future. He argued that the program was 

cost effecfíve, citing information he had received from American aircraft manufacturers 

that development of a similar domestic V/STOL aircraft would cost ten fímes the amount 

requested for the "Harrier." Moreover, the Marines could begin operafíonal evaluations 

of the aircraft immediately. He also pointed out that while the initial purchase of 

"Harriers" would be from the a British company. Hawker-Siddley. the company was 

seeking a licensing agreement with an American aircraft company to manufacturer the 

airplane to meet future American military requirements. Finally, McCutcheon told 

Congress that in order to get the "Harrier", the Marines were willing to forego an alread\ 

Q C 

• See Congress, House. Defense Appropriations. 1970, 321-336. 339-340; 
Congress. Senate, Committee on Armed Services, Authorization for Militarv 
Procurement, Research and Development, Fiscal Year 1970, and Reserve Strength. 91st 
Cong., Ist Sess., 2 April 1969, 712-736, 745-46. 
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approved purchase of seventeen F-4J "Phantom" fighters. McCutcheon succeeded in 

making his case and the Marine Corps took delivery of its fírst Harriers in 1971 .̂ ^ 

In late 1969, McCutcheon faced a challenge greater than all those previously 

thmst upon the Marine Corps' Deputy Chief of Staff, Air. In August, McCutcheon 

checked into Bethesda Naval Hospital for his annual physical. Blood tests showed that he 

was slightly anemic. Further test were ordered and doctors soon discovered that the fifty-

four-year-old Marine aviator was suffering from colon cancer. In October, he was 

admitted to Bethesda for surgery. Doctors there removed golf-ball size tumor and 

eighteen inches of McCutcheon's transverse colon. Nonetheless, by November the 

R l 

irrepressible McCutcheon had retumed to half days in the office. 

The brush with cancer might have encouraged others to slow down; not 

McCutcheon. By December he was back in the offíce working full-time on the Fiscal 

Year 1971 aviation budget. Marine Corps Commandant General Leonard Chapman's 

confidence in McCutcheon's ability to continue on also did not flag. In Febmary 1970, 

he announced McCutcheon's promofíon to the rank of lieutenant general and his 

assignment as commanding general of the III Marine Amphibious Force. Major 

86 Ibid. 

^̂  Keith Barr McCutcheon to William B. Rosson, 16 December 1969, Folder 2, 
Box 23, McCutcheon Papers. 

^̂  Keith Barr McCutcheon to George S. Bowman, 13 December 1969. Folder 1 
Box 23, McCutcheon Papers; Graham A. Cosmas and Terrence P. Murray. U.S. Marines 
in Vietnam: Vietnamizafíon and Redeplovment, 1970-1971 (Washington, D.C. Histor\ 
and Museums Division, Headquarters, U.S. Marine Corps, 1986), 20. 
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General William G. Thrash, commander of the Ist Marine Air Wing, wrote to 

congratulate McCutheon: 

Through the back door I have just received the really heartwarming news 
of your forthcoming promofíon to three stars. Needless to say it is certainly well 
deserved, and the finest thing that could possibly happen to the Marine Corps as 
well as Marine aviation. It erased any doubts I may have had conceming the 
future of either. It's simply the right man at the right time. . . . 

While I am congratulating you I should also congratulate General 
Chapman on the wisdom of his selecfíon. It seems that we have not always 
agreed, but in your case he has made the ideal choice and one with which the 
entire Marine Corps wiU agree.^^ 

Marines were not the only ones who welcomed the news. McCutcheon's friend and 

former classmate Army General William B. Rosson, then serving as deputy commander 

of MACV wrote, "Nothing could be more highly deserved nor better calculated to win the 

applause of those who have known and admired you over the years. The Vietnam team 

looks forward to welcoming you back."^^ 

The III MAF in Vietnam was not the force it was in at its height of strength in 

1968. Marine Corps planners had begun to question whether the MACV strategy would 

ever produce victory in Vietnam. Although they were willing to maintain a presence as 

long as American ground forces were committed, the Corps wanted to get on with the 

process of rebuilding the 3rd Division and Ist Wing for future contingencies. In late 

1969, the Marine Corps re-deployed its 3rd Division and, on the day Keith McCutcheon 

^̂  William G. Thrash to Keith Barr McCutcheon, 3 Febmary 1970, Folder 10, Bo\ 
23. McCutcheon Papers. 

^̂  William B. Rosson to Keith Barr McCutcheon. 6 Febmary 1970, Folder 10, 
Box 23. McCutcheon Papers. 
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arrived in Vietnam, the Corps surrendered primary responsibility for the I Corps region to 

the Army's XXIV Corps. Thereafter, Marine operations focused on providing air support 

for ARVN battalions and pacification operations.^' 

Because the degradation of professionalism in the ranks of the Marine Corps due 

to combat attrition, and the nature of Marine operations which pointed to an approaching 

end to Marine operations in Vietnam, intemal personnel problems in the MAF escalated. 

Fragging, dmg abuse and racial problems increased as did crimes against Vietnamese 

civilians. McCutcheon was able to bring this situation under control, but the existence of 

these problems certainly mulfíplied the headaches of conducting the Marine withdrawal. 

It was ftiture complicated by Commandant Chapman's insistence that the Marines leave 

nothing in Vietnam. By the end of McCutcheon's term as commanding general of III 

MAF, in December 1970, the force was a shadow of its former self Six months later 

there would be no Marine combat units left m Vietnam. 

This is a summary overview of the period McCutcheon spent as commanding 

general of the III MAF. The details of III MAF's operafíons are related elsewhere and are 

not directly relevant to the central theme of this work. What is important, however. are 

the implicafíons of McCutcheon's promofíon and assignment to command of III MAF for 

the future of the MAGTF concept, Marine aviation, and the Marine Corps at large.̂ ^ 

^' Millett, 600-602. 

^̂  MiUett, 602-604; McCutcheon Interview 22 April 1971, 11-19. 

^̂  For the details of III MAF's operafíons during McCutcheon's term a 
commanding general see, Graham A. Cosmas and Terrance P. Murray, U.S. Marines in 
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There were many in the Marine Corps, and among its former offícers, who 

believed that McCutcheon was destined for higher command. There is evidence that 

indicates that there may have been some intent on the part of Commandant Leonard F. 

Chapman to bring the integration of the Marine Corps, initiated by adoption of the 

MAGTF concept, to ftill fmition by positioning McCutcheon to become the fírst aviator 

Commandant. Such an event would convince all, beyond a shadow of a doubt, the 

Marine Corps was a fully integrated air-ground team and that aviators had fínally eamed 

the status of equals. 

What is the evidence for this? In order to promote McCutcheon to the rank of 

lieutenant general, McCutcheon had to be assigned to a position of great responsibility. 

The only such anticipated vacancy during this period was command of the III MAF. 

However, by the time of McCutcheon's appointment, there was no real necessity to have 

a lieutenant general in command. Though the MAGTF concept prescribed that either a 

major general or lieutenant general would normally be assigned command of a Marine 

Amphibious Force, the fact remained that the size of the MAF had been cut in half and 

was declining by the time McCutcheon was appointed. Moreover, III MAF was no 

longer the command responsible for oversight of American military operations in I Corps. 

For these reasons, the assignment of a lieutenant general to the command seems 

unwarranted. As a matter of fact, as a major general, Lew Walt, commanded a III MAF 

Vietnam: Vietnamizafíon and Redeployment, 1970-1971 (Washington, D. C: Histor\ and 
Museums Division, Headquarters, U.S. Marine Corps, 1986). 
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in 1967 that was larger and had greater responsibilities than the force McCutcheon took 

94 
over. 

There is also evidence that McCutcheon knew his assignment to command of III 

MAF was a temporary expedient until he could be promoted to a position of more 

responsibility. He had been told that his tour in Vietnam would only be fíve months long. 

There are also letters in his papers from that summer indicating that he expected to 

assigned to duty in Washington after leaving Vietnam. Only an assignment to the 

Commandant's staff would require an offícer of this rank in the Washington, D.C. area. 

There is also a veiled reference to "the plan" he and Chapman discussed during his visit 

to Vietnam in July 1970.̂ ^ 

On October 16, 1970, President Richard Nixon nominated McCutcheon for 

promotion to the rank of general and assigrmient as Assistant Commandant of the Marine 

Corps upon the retirement of the current Assistant Commandant, General Lew Walt. in 

January 1971. In doing this, McCutcheon was being promoted over four lieutenant 

"̂̂  Clifford, 112; Gary L. Telfer, Lane Rogers and V. Keith Fleming, Jr., ILS, 
Marines in Vietnam: Fighting the North Vietnamese, 1967 (Washington, D. C: History 
and Museums Division, Headquarters, U.S. Marine Corps, 1984), 323; Cosmas and 
Murray, 461. Strength of the III MAF in December 1967 was 69,648. In June 1970 it 
was 53, 761 and declining. Letters regarding congratulating McCutcheon his nominafíon 
for promotion to lieutenant general and general expressing the hopes of some about his 
ultimate future in the Corps are found in Folder 8a, Box 28 and Folder 6, Box 28, 
McCutcheon papers. 

^̂  Keith Barr McCutcheon to Leonard F. Chapman, 25 May 1970. Folder 7. box 
10. McCutcheon Papers; Keith Barr McCutcheon to Eari E. Anderson, 11 June 1970, 
Folder 2. Box 27. McCutcheon Papers; Keith Barr McCutcheon to Leonard F. Chapman 1 
September 1970, Folder 2, Box 27. McCutcheon Papers. 
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generals more senior than himself It is worth noting that this promotion would become 

effective exactly eleven months before Chapman's retirement as Commandant. As a 

result of these moves, upon Chapman's retirement, McCutcheon would be left as the 

Corps' senior ranking officer, and most likely candidate to assume the commandancy. 

Although any conclusive proof of a plan to position McCutcheon for the commandancy 

likely lies in the papers of Commandants Greene and Chapman, which remained closed to 

research at present, the possibility intriguing.^^ 

Whatever promise there might be for McCutcheon's ftiture began to fade in 

November, 1970. During the middle of the month, McCutcheon, while sfíll in Vietnam, 

began suffering from fever of unknown origin. Initially it did not appear serious, but 

when he developed pleurisy he was hospitalized aboard the hospital ship Sanctuary. 

Despite an exhausfíve battery of tests, the origin of McCutcheon's iUness could not be 

discovered and it was recommended that he be sent back to the United States for further 

tests at Bethesda Naval Hospital.^^ 

^̂  Congress, House, Committee on Armed Services. Subcommittee No. 2 
Hearings on H.R. 6483 to Amend Secfíon 5232 of Tifíe 10. United States Code, to 
Provide Authority for Appointment to the Grade of General of the Marine Coms Offícers 
Designated Under That Section for Appropriate Higher Commands or for Performance of 
Duties of Great Importance and Responsibility; and Subcommittee No. 2 Hearings and 
Full Committee Considerafíon of H.R. 7500 to Provide for the Placement of Lt. Gen. 
Keith B. McCutcheon, U.S. Marine Corps, When Retired, on the Retired List in the 
GradeofGeneral. 28 April 1971, 28 April 1971, 2239. 

^̂  Keith Barr McCutcheon to Lewis W. Wah, 24 November 1970: Louis Metzger 
to Keith Barr McCutcheon 3 December 1970; Arthur H. Adams to Keith Barr 
McCutcheon 4 December 1970; Keith Barr McCutcheon to George S. Bowman 11 
December 1970; all in Folder 8a, Box 28, McCutcheon Papers. 
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He entered Bethesda on 15 December 1970. After extensive testing, it was 

discovered that cancer had migrated to his liver. The cancer was operable and the doctors 

recommended chemo-therapy. In addition, McCutcheon developed phlebitis which 

limited his mobility. Despite this, by the end of December he was looking forward to 

being released from the hospital and a retum to active duty. However, by the 4th of 

January, McCutcheon was begirming to face the reality that he would have to retire for 

physical reasons, thus, denying him the opportunity to accept the promotion the Senate 

had recently confirmed. In spite of this, he kept his perspective. He wrote, "I don't look 

on this an end of the road by any stretch of the imagination-just a change in the 

routing!"^^ Tme to his character, he just felt thankful that his superiors had thought 

enough of him to have offered him the opportunity.^^ 

Though McCutcheon's failing health compelled him to give up the position of 

Assistant Commandant, he was not immediately retired. In late April 1971, Chapman 

appeared before the House armed services committee to make a plea for an exception to 

law governing promotions of general officers in the Marine Corps. In recognition of the 

many contributions made during his career, Chapman asked Congress to advance 

McCutcheon to the rank of full general and then place him on the retired list. By this 

time, McCutcheon's health was deteriorating and he had re-entered Bethesda. On 1 JuK 

^̂  Keith Barr McCutcheon to Robert F. Fackler, 20 January 1971, Folder 2b. Box 
28, McCutcheon Papers. 

^̂  Keith Barr McCutcheon to Donn J. Robertson. 29 December 1970; Keith Barr 
McCutcheon to Dimitra Baker 4 January 1971; Keith Barr McCutcheon to Leonard F. 
Chapman, 5 January 1971; all in Folder 2b, Box 28 McCutcheon Papers. 
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1971 a promotion ceremony was held in his hospital room. Although in a very weakened 

condition, he mustered the strength to get out of bed, put on his uniform and receive his 

promotion. An emotional retirement ceremony followed. Thirteen days later 

McCutcheon was dead. He was 55 years old.'^^ 

During the fmal years of McCutcheon's career, he devoted himself to fínding the 

means to protect, perfect, and perpetuate the air-ground team to which he had given so 

many years of effort. Though most of the problems he faced were rooted in the 

immediate operafíonal demands of the Vietnam Confíict, they had long term implications 

for the future of the MAGTF. Had McCutcheon not been able to provide the manpower 

and equipment necessary to carry on the fight in Vietnam, the MAGTF concept might 

well have collapsed under the strain. The result would have been a disastrous 

discrediting of the warfighfíng approach on which the Marine Corps staked its future. 

McCutcheon's victories over the Air Force on doctrine, ensured the Corps would 

confínue to be able to fíght in the manner for which it had trained in joint-force operations 

in the future. Without the improved aircraft he was able to secure for Marine aviation 

during the war, the Marine air-ground team's ability to confínue its role as a force-in-

readiness would have been severely curtailed as budget cuts and public apathy in the post-

war period pushed its assets toward obsolescence. 

'°° Congress. House, Subcommittee No. 2 Hearings, 28 April 1971, 2239-2246; 
Kevin L. Smith, "General McCutcheon: From Daunfíess to Da Nang," thesis, United 
States Marine Corps Command and Staff College, 1999, 42-43. Thanks to Major Smith 
for permission to review and use his work. 
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McCutcheon was able to accomplish all of this through astute political 

maneuvering, intelligent plarming, and force of character. In the process, he had 

demonstrated his ability to tackle the larger policy problems that so often plagued the 

Corps and come out victorious. His abilities won him the confidence of aviators and 

infantrymen alike. Many believed promotion to the commandancy of the Marine Corps 

was the only reward befitting his talents. One can only speculate how the Marine Corps 

might be different today, had McCutcheon, an aviator, become commandant. To date, no 

other aviator had been offered the opportunity. 
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CHAPTER 7 

CONCLUSIONS 

Between 1937 and 1971 the Marine Corps had transformed itself Beginning in 

the 1930s as the American military's amphibious warfare specialists, it was the nation"s 

force-in-readiness by the early 1970s. The vehicle for this transformation was the post-

World War II development of the Marine Corps Air-Ground Task Force concept. The 

MAGTF concept envisioned the Corps as a fully integrated, highly mobile, air-ground 

amphibious warfighting team, capable of high speed deployment that could be tailored to 

meet any contingency from a localized emergency to a general nuclear war. There were 

many key elements that had to be put into place to make this idea a functioning 

organizational reality. These included: development of an effective means of providing 

close air support to troops, development of the helicopter into an effective means of 

combat transport, re-stmcturing of the Fleet Marine Force and the Marine air arm to 

accomodate this means of conveyance, development of specialized equipment and 

shipping, development of effecfíve tactics, techniques, and doctrines to maximize the use 

of these tools, convincing nafíonal defense planners of the viability of this approach to 

warfare, and, most important, proving the concept through a test of combat. A good 

portion of this activity was focused on developing the technology, doctrine. and intemal 

organizational culture to permit Marine pilots to take their place as equals to their infantr\' 
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counterparts within the Marine Corps at large. Among the chief architects of this 

transformation was Keith Barr McCutcheon. 

During World War II, the Marine Corps took its fírst step toward an integrated air-

ground team by perfecting close air support and adapting it for use in amphibious 

operations. It was in this regard that McCutcheon found his fírst opportunity to make a 

significant contribution to the air-ground team concept. As operations offícer of MAG-

24, he was charged with preparing Marine squadrons to support the Army's landings in 

the Philippines in 1944. During the period, McCutcheon developed the fírst effective 

doctrine for the employment of close air support in amphibious operations. He provided 

useful defínitions of this new addition to Marine amphibious capabilities and explained 

what could realistically expected of it. He also developed the most critical missing 

element in the system: a means for effectively controlling this type of aerial operation. 

His solution was to put pilots on the front lines to view the objective and allow them to 

communicate with aircraft overhead to, "talk them onto their targets." This approach was 

combined with a communications net that kept all levels of command informed during 

close support operations. The system was successfully employed during the Philippine 

campaign and eamed high praise from both Army and Marine Corps offícers. 

Employment of this system made it possible, for the fírst fíme, for aviation and infantry 

units to operate as a tme team able to react to the ebb and fíow of battle. It became the 

model on which all ftature Marine close support doctrine was based and was a seminal 

step in creating the integrated air-ground team that emerged in the post-war era. 
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The MAGTF concept might not have evolved beyond this had it not been for the 

deployment of the "Little Boy" atomic bomb over Hiroshima, Japan on 6 August 1945. 

Amphibious landings depended on an exceedingly dense concentration on men and 

material on a single weak point in the enemy's defenses. Atomic weapons offered an 

enemy a great equalizer in such an operation by affording him the means to take out the 

entire landing force in a single shot. As an answer to this problem, Marine Corps 

planners developed what they called "dispersion theory." This theory promoted the idea 

that the effects of nuclear weapons on landing operations could be minimized if a means 

of transport could be found that permitted the landing force to remain sufficiently 

dispersed to counter nuclear attack, but quick enough to allow the need concentration to 

make a landing effective. Helicopters offered many attractive features speed, mobility, 

and the ability to operate from ships or multiple bases. They also gave landing forces an 

advantage by making it impossible for the enemy to concentrate on any single point of 

attack. 

Throughout the late 1940s, the Marines experimented with helicopters but 

realizafíon of their full potential did not come until Keith McCutcheon took a leading role 

in Marine Corps helicopter development during the Korean Conflict. As commander of 

Marine Helicopter Squadron 1 (HMX-1), McCutcheon and his men pioneered techniques 

and built a suffícient base of pilots and knowledge to allow the Marine Corps to organize 

and then deploy its fírst helicopter transport squadron (HMR) to combat. HMR-161. 

formed around a cadre of pilots drawn from HMX-1 and commanded by McCutcheon's 

284 



execufíve former executive officer, deployed to Korea in the fall of 1950. It almost 

immediately began to prove its worth, demonstrafíng the helicopter to be an effective 

means of moving men and equipment on the battlefíeld and contributing to the ability of 

officers to command and control their troops in mgged and hostile terrain that 

characterized the Marine sector of the Korean front. Six months later, after providing a 

solid foundation on which fíve more HMRs would be built, Keith McCutcheon went to 

Korea take command of HMR-161. During his tenure, the squadron confínued to refíne 

tactics and techniques and eventually participated in the fírst tests to evaluate the 

effectiveness of helicopters in amphibious operations during the initial exercises in the 

Marlex series conducted in 1952. 

Tests in Korea demonstrated the potential of helicopters as a means of transport 

for amphibious assault forces, but serious work remained to develop the technology, 

organization, tactics, and doctrine to fully capitalize on the advantages offered by this 

new aircraft. Keith McCutcheon played a pivotal role as one of the architects of this new 

amphibious concept, emerging as the Corps' most prominent helicopter expert. As the 

chief of the Air Secfíon of the Marine Corps Equipment Board, he and his staff tested 

new equipment necessary to making "vertical envelopment" a workable tacfícal doctrine. 

Drawing on his experience, McCutcheon communicated Marine Corps needs to the 

helicopter industry. He also contributed the only signifícant expertise regarding 

helicopter capabilifíes and operafíons to the Smith and Hogaboom Boards which 

restmctured Marine aviation and the Fleet Marine Force. Near the end of the decade. 
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McCutcheon commanded MAG -26, the fírst helicopter group to test the new vertical 

envelopment technique. The information gathered from these tests provided valuable 

data on shipping requirements and helicopter capabilities necessary to effectively conduct 

helicopter assaults in combat. 

As the Marine Corps moved into the I960s, it found itself with the framework for 

an integrated air-ground force-in-readiness and a well thought out working theory on how 

to employ it. What it needed was men and equipment, a formal organizational stmcture. 

and a test of combat to prove the viability of vertical envelopment. Keith McCutcheon 

again played a central role in the development of the MAGTF during this period. During 

his as Director of Marine Aviation, he was able to use his influence at Headquarters to 

improve the readiness of the Marine air arm by fostering programs that would improve its 

equipment, manpower, and training. He also contributed to the fínal refínement and 

implementation of the Marine Air-Ground Task Force stmcture. Later, as operations 

chief on the CinCPac staff, McCutcheon would work to establish joint-force doctrine that 

would protect the integrity of the MAGTF concept and ensure that the Marine air-ground 

team would have control of its full range capabilities if committed to combat. While 

commanding the 1 st MAW, McCutcheon guided the Wing successfully through the fírst 

combat tests of the vertical assault concept. At the same time, he had collateral 

responsibility as deputy commander of the III Marine Amphibious Force. In this 

capacity. McCutcheon opened new roles for Marine aviators, demonstrating that they 

could perform as equals to Marine infantry officers. The cooperation effected between 
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McCutcheon and III MAF commander Lew Walt became a model for ftiture MAGTF 

operations. 

As the Vietnam Conflict progressed, the Marine MAGTF deployed in Southeast 

Asia face problems that not only threatened its operations in Vietnam but also had 

important implications for the future. During this period, McCutcheon emerged as one of 

the staunchest champions of the MAGTF concept. In his capacity as the Marine Corps 

Deputy Chief of Staff (Air), fought hard to provide the Marine air-ground team in 

Southeast Asia with the ability to continue to perform effectively and in the manner 

intended by its architects. McCutcheon's victories in these fíghts had import not only for 

the current war but in securing the future of the MAGTF concept. In the process, 

McCutcheon proved himself capable of wrestling with the deeper confíicts of policy that 

often confronted the Corps and secured for himself a prominent place and bright future in 

among the Marines' senior leaders. Only his untimely death prevented him from 

fUlfilIing this potential and seeing his vision for the future of the Corps come to fmition. 

There were many in the Marine Corps and among its former officers who believed 

that McCutcheon was destined for higher command. The evidence indicates that there 

may have been some intent on the part of Commandant Leonard F. Chapman to bring the 

integration of the Marine Corps, initiated by adoption of the MAGTF concept, to fuU 

fmifíon by posifíoning McCutcheon to become the fírst aviator Commandant of the 

Marine Corps. Such an event would not only have been appropriate recognition of 

McCutcheon's contribufíons to Marine aviation, it would also convince all Marines 
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beyond a shadow of a doubt that the Marine Corps was a fully integrated air-ground team 

in which aviators had fínally eamed equal status. It would have been an event symbolic 

of the evolufíon of the Marine Corps itself during this period. 

The story of Keith McCutcheon, however, is more than simply a chronicle of the 

events and contributions of a single individual through the course of a military career. It 

is also a narrative that details the development of a technological system, an integrate 

weapons system. For this reason, an analysis of McCutcheon's career and his 

contributions to the development of the MAGTF also provides valuable insights into how 

the military makes choices in developing new technologies and how it adapts to their 

adoption. 

There are several factor which influenced how the Marine Corps chose to develop 

and use aviation. Individual initiative in proposing solutions to technological problems 

was only one of them. A range of intemal and extemal circumstances played a role in 

shaping these solutions. Among them were: the history and organizational culture of the 

Marine Corps, the ideas and acfíons of the other branches of the American military. 

nafíonal defense policy, available resources, and the state of development of various 

technological altematives. 

The most important recurring issue in the history of the Marine Corps is its 

constant battle for survival. Unlike the other services, there is no obvious need for a 

Marine Corps. Many of its fíincfíons could be performed equally well by one of the other 

branches. What has guaranteed the Corps' survival is its abilit>' to specialize, perform 
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functions, and develop capabilities which fíll voids that the other branches of the militar> 

ignored or could not develop in a satisfactory or cost effective marmer. Amphibious 

warfare was one such specialty. Becoming amphibious assault experts gave the Marine 

Corps and identity and mission that guaranteed it a place in the nation's defense stmcture. 

Because of this, choices about technologies were made to support this mission. As a 

result, Marine aviation, to gain acceptance, was forced to specialize in ways that directly 

supported amphibious operations, The outcome was development of an efficient, highly 

integrated system of close air support aviation to replace hard to carry artillery. Later. the 

inability to surrender its identity as an amphibious force influenced the Marine Corps' 

commitment to helicopter transports as a means of replacing landing craft in an 

amphibious assault. 

Intemal culture also played a role in the Corps' development of aviation 

technology. Marines thought of themselves as infantrymen. Because amphibious 

operations are based around the ability to put infantrymen on a beachhead and hold it 

until help arrives, keeping these ground troops alive is the primary focus of Marine 

combat development efforts. The test of the value of a particular doctrine, tactic, or 

technology is its ability to support the infantryman in accomplishing his mission. These 

foot soldiers saw no value in aircraft that were not overhead or were off fíghfíng 

individual battles that had no bearing on battlefíeld events. As a result, Marine efforts to 

develop aviafíon focused on close air support and transport and tied its air forces to its 
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ground forces organizationally. Only by doing this could aviators prove their value and 

ultimately win respect and status as equals among their infantry counterparts. 

There were a host of extemal factors that also influenced Marine Corps choices 

regarding the use of aviafíon technology. The ideas and acfíons of the other branches of 

the American military could not be ignored. Marine programs drew their support from 

Navy bureaus and budgets. The Corps' decisions about what technologies to develop 

were necessarily impacted by available money and Navy priorities. One of the reasons 

for the lack of progress in developing he MAGTF concept in the 1950s was that the Navy 

had other priorities in shipbuilding and weapons development. Had the Navy not 

ultimately become a partner in developing shipping for Marine helicopters and troops, 

vertical envelopment, and the MAGTF concept, could never have been implemented. 

Moreover, the role of Marine pilots as Navy auxiliaries forced the Corps to develop 

multi-purpose all-weather aircraft that could handle a number of roles and missions. 

Clashes with the Air Force and Army over the redundancy of Marine Corps capabilities 

moved the Marine Corps in the direction of integration of its air and ground forces as a 

survival measure. Often the Corps used the expanded capabilities offered by the MAGTF 

to swing Army votes in doctrinal disputes to help limit the influence of the Air Force on 

national defense policy and doctrine. In addition, had the Navy been comfortable with 

the Army conducting amphibious operations to seize advanced bases, or the Army been 

willing to develop the amphibious warfare specialty, or the Air Force willing to make 

290 



close air support and tactical operations a priority, there would never have been a need to 

develop the MAGTF. 

Nafíonal defense policy also played a role in the Marines' ability to develop 

aviation technology. Limits on defense budgets prevented the Marine Corps from 

acquiring all the equipment and manpower it might have wished in developing the 

MAGTF concept. However, the "mutually assured destmction" approach of Eisenhower 

defense advisers created a world strategic situation that called for the mobility. flexibility. 

and responsiveness of the MAGTF. Kennedy administrafíon support of more 

conventional "flexible responses" to national security problems meshed well with the 

Marine Corps' new vision for conducting amphibious operations. Thus, it was possible 

to later secure the manpower and funding which it needed to complete the 

implementation of the MAGTF concept. 

Even had all the 'environmental conditions" been right, Marine Corps decisions 

on how to apply aviation technology were still dependent on he state of development of 

viable technological altematives. Had any aircraft, boat, or submarine available been 

suitable to Marine Corps needs, it would not have made the commitment to helicopter 

assault. The fact that this was the only altemative influenced not only the development of 

Marine specifications for helicopters also its stmcture, its procurement plans, its tables of 

equipment, and its employment of fixed-wing aircraft. 

Limits on available resources also influenced Marine choices regarding aviation 

technology. As a result, it was forced to get aircraft that could serve in multiple roles. 
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Often the Corps was put in the position of fínding a way to adapt Army or Navy 

developed aircraft for its own use. This problem also forced the Marines to make tough 

decisions in the stmcture and capabilities of its air wings. 

It was only through an understanding of these influences and their impact on 

Marine Corps decision making processes that Keith McCutcheon and the other architects 

of the MAGTF could work out solutions to the problems of creating this integrated air-

ground force. What made McCutcheon a particularly valuable asset to the Marine Corps 

was that he was able to understand this situation in all its complexity and apply his 

knowledge and experience to fínd solutions to the problems facing the Corps. Without 

this ability, all of the individual drive and initiative McCutcheon displayed throughout his 

career might have meant very little in terms of his lasting impact on the Marine Corps. 

Marine Corps decisions about aviation technology not only had an impact on how 

it developed and implemented technological systems; its choices changed the Marine 

Corps. The decision to integrate aviafíon technology into its stmcture changed its 

equipment and organizational scheme. It also altered its culture by creating greater 

opportunities for aviators and increasing their status in its ranks. Integrating aviation 

technology provided the means to make the amphibious warfare specialty viable in the 

nuclear era, ensuring the Corps' continued survival. Moreover, it changed the face of its 

offícer corps, creating a need for greater professionalism, education, political skill. and 

technological savvy among the offícers inhabiting its senior ranks. The need to adapt 

aviation technology for use in the Marine Corps also prompted it to capitalize on the 
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abilifíes of its senior offícers by creafíng an intemal research and development capability 

embodied in the Landing Force Development Center. Its ability to make this transition 

catapulted the Marine Corps to the forefront of national defense planning and marked it 

as a leader and innovator in strategic thinking. Yet, all this said, it did not change the 

fundamental focus on the individual soldier which had always been at the heart of the 

Corps' identity as an elite military force. 

What does all this say about how military organizations develop and adapt to 

technology? Certainly the insight and experience of individual policy makers is an 

important factor in these decisions. However, the range of altematives open to them is 

often significantly narrowed by a complex set of influences that do not always focus on 

arriving at a "best" solution to a given tactical problem. Rather, it is more accurate to say 

that there are acceptable and unacceptable altematives which may have more to do with 

these intemal and extemal influences than they do with the circumstances of the tactical 

problem being addressed. The result is often a solution more reflective of the 

organization generating it rather the search for the "best" answer to a given problem. It is 

also impossible for military organizations to escape the impact of these decisions on their 

intemal objectives, organization, culture, and extemal relationships. Technological 

decisions materially contribute to the evolution of a given military branch. Over time. 

this impacts the kind of defense establishment the nafíon has. For this reason, the process 

by which these decision are made deserves fuUer examinafíon, not only for their impact 
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on defense matters, but also, given the ties between the military and industry, they 

materially influence how the nation approaches technological development overall. 

Keith McCutcheon understood all this. His ability to apply that knowledge eamed 

him the respect of colleagues both in the military and in industry. Much of the pioneering 

work he did to integrate aviation into the Marine Corps remains the foundation its 

organization, doctrine, and culture nearly thirty years after his death and continues to 

influence the Corps' decisions on the application of aviafíon technology. For this reason. 

his reputation as "the father of helicopters" in the Marine Corps inaccurately reflects his 

contribution. Few officers in the history of the Corps have matched his understanding of 

the organization and the complex set of infíuences that impact its future and survival. It 

is more properly for this reason that McCutcheon deserves a place in the nation's memory 

as one the Marine Corps' most honored officers. 
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