
Chapter 15

A New 
RAppRochemeNt

By the mid-1980s, as Ronald Reagan embarked on his second term, the military 

buildup launched at the outset of the decade was beginning to show results. Increas-

ingly reassured, the Joint Chiefs believed that they had turned the corner and were 

now better poised to compete effectively in military power with the Soviet Union 

than at any time since the Vietnam War. Despite the re-imposition of congressio-

nally mandated funding constraints, starting with the FY86 budget, they saw the 

balance of forces shifting back in their favor. As always, the JCS wanted more to be 

done than available money allowed and urged the President and Congress to be, if 

nothing else, consistent in their level of support for military programs. Yet, all things 

considered, the buildup seemed to be having the desired effect of restoring both a 

stronger defense posture and a renewed respect for the country’s Armed Forces. Not 

since the early 1950s had the Nation’s Military Establishment felt so assured. 

Though more confident in the future than they had been for some years, the 

JCS were hardly complacent. As the President’s second term began, changes in the 

Soviet Union, highlighted by the emergence of new leadership under the reform-

minded Mikhail S. Gorbachev, created uncertainties in assessing the future direction 

of Soviet policy. At the same time, the ongoing modernization of Moscow’s strategic 

forces, the heavy concentration of Soviet troops in Europe backed by SS–20 mis-

siles, the continuing intervention in Afghanistan, and a surge of Cuban and Eastern 

Bloc “advisors” into Nicaragua suggested that the Communist threat remained as 

real and dangerous as ever. Against this backdrop, the Joint Chiefs saw no choice but 

to continue the defense policies and programs already in effect and to maintain a 

high level of military preparedness for the indefinite future.

Debating JCS ReoRganization 

Of the challenges facing the Joint Chiefs at the outset of President Reagan’s second 

term, none took up more of their time or was more frustrating than the growing 
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movement in Congress for JCS reform. While dissatisfaction with the JCS system 

had existed ever since passage of the National Security Act of 1947, it had grown 

appreciably in the aftermath of Vietnam, the hurried execution of the 1975 Maya-

guez rescue operation, and the failed Desert One mission in 1980 to free the Tehran 

hostages. Over the years it had become virtually an article of faith in some academic 

and congressional circles that the Joint Chiefs were little more than a committee 

of bickering military bureaucrats, wholly incapable of detaching themselves from 

parochial interests and rendering objective advice on such cross-Service matters as 

the allocation of resources and the impartial assignment of military functions.1

At the outset of the Reagan administration, some of the most severe critics of 

the JCS system were, in fact, its own members, including the serving Chairman, 

General David C. Jones, USAF. During his early days as CJCS, Jones had dismissed 

talk of restructuring the JCS as unwarranted and had taken the position “that the 

fundamental organizational structure is sound.”2 But he had changed his mind by 

the early 1980s. Having served on the JCS as Air Force Chief of Staff and as CJCS 

for a combined total of 8 years by the time he retired—longer than any other of-

ficer—he found himself increasingly frustrated with what he saw as a lengthening 

list of JCS lapses, failures, and “lowest common denominator” solutions. “The tough 

issues,” he recalled, “got pushed under the rug.”3 

Jones’ discontent first surfaced outside the Pentagon in early February 1982 

when he and Secretary of Defense Weinberger appeared at a closed-door session of 

the House Armed Services Committee. During an exchange with committee mem-

bers, Jones acknowledged his dissatisfaction with the current system and confirmed 

his support for measures to augment the powers of the Chairman, curb the heavy 

personnel turnover on the Joint Staff, and create a more efficient and responsive JCS 

organization.4 A few weeks later, he went public with interviews to the news media 

and an article (cleared in advance with Secretary Weinberger), “Why the Joint Chiefs 

of Staff Must Change,” in the February 1982 issue of Directors & Boards, which was 

reprinted a month later in Armed Forces Journal International, with a somewhat larger 

readership. Characterizing current arrangements as a “cumbersome committee pro-

cess,” Jones described the system as rife with inter-Service rivalry and competition. 

“We need to spend more time on our war fighting capabilities,” Jones insisted, “and 

less on an intramural scramble for resources.” Toward that end, Jones endorsed reforms 

to strengthen the authority of the Chairman over the combatant commanders, limit 

Service staff involvement in JCS actions, and broaden the training, experience, and 

rewards for joint duty. To facilitate attainment of these goals, Jones also favored provid-

ing the Chairman with a deputy.5
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Among the Service heads at the time, only Army Chief of Staff General Edward 

C. Meyer showed any interest in Jones’ proposals. Arguing that times had changed 

since World War II when the JCS came into existence, Meyer considered the existing 

system obsolete. Going well beyond Jones’ proposals, Meyer wanted to abolish the 

Joint Chiefs and vest full authority over military planning and direction of the Joint 

Staff in the CJCS.6 But after General Vessey’s appointment as Chairman in the sum-

mer of 1982, Meyer muted his criticism. Vessey and Weinberger agreed that while the 

JCS system could be improved, its corporate structure and organization were sound 

and whatever reforms were needed could be achieved through administrative means. 

Indeed, for Vessey, the very essence of the JCS system was its corporate character, 

which he was loath to tamper with in the name of progress and reform. 

After discussing the matter at length with the Service chiefs, Vessey notified 

the Secretary of Defense on November 22, 1982, that he could find no consensus 

among his colleagues in support of “sweeping changes.” While conceding that their 

operations were not without “flaws,” there was agreement among the Joint Chiefs 

that the problem stemmed largely from tensions that had developed over time be-

tween OSD and the JCS because of overlapping responsibilities. Vessey declined to 

assign blame for this situation but did acknowledge that the JCS needed to be more 

professional and objective in providing military advice. Still, he and his colleagues 

saw little they could do directly and felt that it was up to the Secretary of Defense 

to take corrective action by according them larger staffing and a more substantive 

role “on major decisions of strategy, policy, and force requirements.”7

Meanwhile, inspired by Jones, Meyer, and a lengthening list of think-tank stud-

ies, key members of Congress began taking a closer look at alleged JCS shortcom-

ings. Many on Capitol Hill initially agreed that Vessey’s advent had improved the 

overall efficiency, effectiveness, and image of JCS operations. But after the bombing 

of the Beirut barracks and reports of breakdowns in coordination during the Gre-

nada operation in October 1983, sentiment in Congress began to coalesce around 

the need for legislative action to strengthen the JCS system and make it more 

responsive. Stung by the untoward publicity, Vessey rushed through a series of ad-

ministrative reforms aimed at improving JCS performance in the areas of resource 

allocation, the evaluation of cross-Service needs, and participation by the combatant 

commanders in the programming and budgeting process.8 But it was too little too 

late, and in October 1984 Congress added a provision to the Defense authoriza-

tion (P.L. 98-525) broadening the powers of the Chairman over the Joint Staff and 

simultaneously serving notice that it intended to revisit the entire question of JCS 

organization in the next session.9
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Vessey now found himself unexpectedly at the center of a looming battle royal 

with Congress. While acknowledging that he faced “considerable outside pressure 

to reorganize,” he continued to believe that through the stringent application of ad-

ministrative reforms he could fend off the imposition of congressionally-mandated 

changes. If he could improve the effectiveness of the Joint Staff, he thought he could 

demonstrate that “we’re doing our job as laid out in the law.”10 But despite Vessey’s 

best efforts to find in-house solutions, support in Congress for legislative action 

continued to grow and by the summer of 1985 both the House and the Senate 

were actively considering bills to reform the JCS. In June 1985, hoping to head off 

a wholesale reorganization, President Reagan created a Blue Ribbon Commission 

on Defense Management, chaired by former Deputy Secretary of Defense David 

Packard, to review the overall status of defense organization and suggest appropriate 

remedies.11 Undeterred, reformers in Congress refused to await the Packard Com-

mission’s findings and pressed ahead along a course of their own that would culmi-

nate in the 1986 Goldwater-Nichols Department of Defense Reorganization Act.

Feeling that he had done as much as he could, Vessey stepped down as Chair-

man of the Joint Chiefs on September 30, 1985, more than 6 months before the 

end of his term. His successor, Admiral William J. Crowe, Jr., USN, came with a 

lengthy résumé of staff and joint command jobs. Like Vessey, Crowe saw room for 

improvement in the quality and effectiveness of the Joint Staff.12 But he was far 

less averse than his predecessor to accepting legislatively-mandated changes and 

had once testified before Congress in support of increased statutory powers for the 

Chairman and a stronger joint system.13 Realizing that his views were at variance 

with the prevailing sentiments of his fellow Navy officers, he explained that his 

position was the result of experience. “I happened to be one of the people [in the 

Navy] who agreed that some reorganization was appropriate,” Crowe recalled. “For 

three years, from 1977 to 1980, I had served as the Navy’s JCS deputy, and during 

that time I had done a lot of thinking about the subject.”14 As Chairman, Crowe 

tempered his views somewhat to bring them more into line with Weinberger’s. Yet 

overall, Crowe’s advent was highly instrumental in tipping the balance in favor of 

the reform movement.

Soon after becoming Chairman, Crowe established informal staff-level con-

tacts with the congressional committees considering the new legislation and sound-

ed out the Service chiefs about a possible compromise. Crowe acknowledged that 

some degree of legislatively-imposed reorganization was unavoidable, but he shared 

his colleagues’ concern that Congress, in its zeal to reform, had “overdramatized” 

the problem of inter-Service rivalry and its impact on JCS effectiveness.15 While 

favoring measures to streamline the system, Crowe and the chiefs unanimously  
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condemned any effort by Congress to abolish the JCS organization and replace it 

with a joint military advisory council. “While this proposal may have some theo-

retical appeal to some,” they told the Secretary of Defense, “it has no ‘real world’ 

merit and, if adopted, would dramatically compromise the quality of advice to 

you and to the President.”16 Incorporating these views with his own, Weinberger 

notified the Senate Armed Services Committee on December 2, 1985, that while 

he was prepared to entertain modest changes, including a stronger advisory role 

for the Chairman and creation of a Vice Chairman to help expedite JCS busi-

ness, he saw no need for the sweeping reorganization some in Congress insisted  

was needed.17

By now, differences had become so pronounced that an easy and amicable 

reconciliation of views between the congressional reformers and the administration 

was practically out of the question. The most contentious issues were those involv-

ing personnel policy centering on the creation of a joint officers corps, a proposal 

that had especially strong support in the House Armed Services Committee. Wor-

ried that a joint officer corps would deprive them of their best officers, the Service 

chiefs opposed the measure. In an effort at compromise, Crowe invited members 

of the committee, including Congressman Bill Nichols of Alabama, a key figure in 

shaping the emerging legislation in the House, to a breakfast meeting with the Joint 

Chiefs at the Pentagon on June 24, 1986. As the meeting progressed, the atmosphere 

became visibly strained. Finally, in an emotional outburst, the Chief of Naval Op-

erations, Admiral Watkins, said: “You know, this piece of legislation is so bad it’s, it’s  

. . . in some respects it’s just un-American.” Nichols, who had lost a leg in combat in 

World War II, was personally offended and left the meeting indignant, less disposed 

than ever to listen to the chiefs or to accept Pentagon advice.18

After this regrettable incident, the Joint Chiefs played a diminishing role in 

the legislative process that culminated in passage of the Goldwater-Nichols Act. 

As often happens in the legislative process, the reorganization bills passed by the 

House and Senate required a conference to iron out differences. Working together, 

the co-chairs of the conference committee, Nichols and Barry Goldwater of Ari-

zona, Chairman of the Senate Armed Services Committee, wrote the final law. As 

the conference was getting underway, Admiral Crowe made a last-minute appeal to 

delete all provisions relating to personnel policy.19 But his request fell on deaf ears. 

The final legislation—approved in the Senate on September 16 and in the House 

the next day—reflected congressional preferences far more than anything the White 

House or the Pentagon wanted. Secretary of the Navy John F. Lehman, Jr., suggested 

that President Reagan ought to veto the legislation, but the President, facing other 

problems in Congress, signed it into law on October 1, 1986.20
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the golDwateR-niCholS aCt of 1986 

Culminating nearly 4 years of public debate and legislative maneuvering, the Gold-

water-Nichols Department of Defense Reorganization Act of 1986 (P.L. 99-433) 

was the most extensive revision of the National Security Act since 1958. The most 

significant changes were those affecting the Joint Chiefs of Staff and the military 

command structure. Throughout the new law, the emphasis was on achieving a 

higher level of inter-Service cooperation and collaboration and a greater degree 

of integrated effort in practically every level and area of military activity, a concept 

increasingly referred to as “jointness.” Though military leaders by and large agreed 

that it was a worthy objective, many if not most would have preferred a less detailed 

and less prescriptive law. 

The most striking features of the law were those affecting the Chairman who 

now became “principal military advisor” to the President, the National Security 

Council, and the Secretary of Defense, superseding the JCS in that role. Functions 

and duties previously conferred collectively on the Joint Chiefs of Staff now passed 

to the Chairman, thus ending the days of corporate decisionmaking and consensus 

recommendations. In effect, the Service chiefs became a committee of senior mili-

tary advisors to the Chairman. For assistance in discharging his expanded duties, the 

CJCS acquired a Vice Chairman and unfettered authority over the Joint Staff. Held 

to its current strength of 1,627 military and civilian personnel (a ceiling repealed 

in 1991), the Joint Staff remained barred from becoming “an overall Armed Forces 

General Staff,” a prohibition first introduced in 1958. Still, with an added proviso in 

the law requiring officers to have joint duty for high-level promotion, the Joint Staff 

stood poised at last to gain primacy over the Service staffs.

In addition to increasing the Chairman’s stature and authority, the new law gave 

him more specific responsibilities vis-à-vis the combatant commands and the mili-

tary command structure. Although there had been talk of including the Chairman 

in the military chain of command, Goldwater-Nichols made only slight changes in 

the interests of protecting and preserving civilian control. Command lines, as laid 

out in 1958, continued to run from the President to the Secretary of Defense to the 

combatant commanders. However, the new law also authorized the Secretary to use 

the Chairman as his channel of communication with the combatant commanders, 

a practice already in effect. With the added authority of Goldwater-Nichols, the 

Chairman’s role as the routine channel of communications between the National 

Command Authority (NCA) and the combatant commanders became fully insti-

tutionalized. In consequence, even though the Chairman had no statutory author-

ity to exercise command, his responsibility for receiving political directives and 
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translating them into operational orders gave him a de facto measure of command 

authority.21

The most controversial feature of the new law was its treatment of military 

personnel policy. Admiral Crowe and others had tried to persuade Congress not to 

include these provisions or, at least, to tone them down. But by the time the final 

legislation came to be written, relations between the Pentagon and Capitol Hill had 

become so strained that members of the conference committee were in no mood 

to listen. The result, bearing the designation of Title IV, was a highly prescriptive set 

of regulations for joint duty and promotion aimed at improving professionalism and 

eradicating alleged Service parochialism. Although the conferees dropped the idea 

of a joint officer corps, they agreed that officers should be encouraged to develop 

a “joint specialty” and affirmed a practice already in use requiring new flag officers 

to attend a “Capstone” course to prepare them for joint assignments with senior 

officers from other Services.

Implementing the Goldwater-Nichols Act fell largely to the Chairman, Ad-

miral Crowe, who adopted an “evolution-not-revolution” philosophy modeled on 

Forrestal’s approach to unification in the late 1940s. Crowe hoped to complete the 

process with “as little trauma and disruption as possible.”22 On November 6, 1986, 

he approved a directive restructuring the Joint Staff to meet expected Goldwa-

ter-Nichols needs. To augment the five existing directorates, Crowe revived the 

moribund Command, Control, and Communications Systems Directorate (J-6) and 

added two new ones—the Operational Plans and Interoperability Directorate (J-

7), later renamed the Directorate for Operational Plans and Joint Force Develop-

ment, and the Force Structure, Resource, and Assessment Directorate (J-8).23 Crowe 

also put considerable personal effort into clarifying the role of the Vice Chairman 

(VCJCS), whose only assigned duty under the law was to preside at JCS meet-

ings in the Chairman’s absence. Secretaries of Defense had customarily regarded 

their deputies as their “alter ego” since Forrestal coined the phrase in 1948; Crowe 

believed the Vice Chairman should be prepared to function in a similar capacity.24 

The first Vice Chairman, General Robert T. Herres, USAF, took office on February 

6, 1987, but did not receive a specific assignment of functions until April, when the 

Secretary of Defense, at Crowe’s suggestion, directed that the VCJCS should con-

centrate on acquisition and resource management issues in order to free up time for 

the Chairman to deal with military policy and strategic matters.25

The toughest adjustments were those of redefining the Service chiefs’ role un-

der Goldwater-Nichols. Operating initially under a modified version of the old 

system, Crowe affirmed existing procedures that allowed his colleagues to present di-

vergent views to the Secretary of Defense.26 But since the JCS were no longer bound
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Figure 15–1.

JCS organization Chart, 1987

by the corporate unanimity rule, “split” recommendations became a thing of the 

past. As required by law, Crowe held “regular” (weekly) JCS meetings. In consider-

ing cross-Service matters such as arms control and the Strategic Defense Initiative 

(SDI), he routinely sought the collective advice of the Service chiefs and made it a 

practice to submit recommendations to the Secretary on a corporate basis. Crowe’s 

caution and restraint disappointed those in Congress who expected the new law to 

have an immediate and dramatic impact on the way the JCS conducted business.27 

But it seemed to Crowe the right thing to do. “I started gently,” he said, “but as time 

passed and the chiefs grew used to the idea of the new arrangements, I exerted my 

authority more and more.”28

Like the original National Security Act passed in 1947, the Goldwater-Nichols 

amendments were a venture into uncharted territory. An intricate set of prescrip-

tions, the law established many new responsibilities and created new relationships 

which only time and experience could sort out. It needed to be interpreted, applied, 

and tested. Within the military, it was a less than overwhelmingly popular piece of 

legislation, partly owing to some of its contents, but also because of the legislative 

process that brought it about. As the first Chairman to operate under Goldwater-

Nichols, Crowe was understandably hesitant to make dramatic changes and sought 
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to ease the Services into the new system. Subsequent Chairmen would be less pa-

tient and less reticent. But as far as Crowe was concerned, the implementation of 

the Goldwater-Nichols Act was an ongoing process and had barely begun by the 

time he left office. 

nato ReSuRgent 

While Congress and the Reagan administration were dueling over the future or-

ganization of the Joint Chiefs, a slow but steady transformation was taking place in 

Europe toward equalizing the military balance between East and West. For years, the 

Joint Chiefs had complained that NATO trailed the Warsaw Pact in effective mili-

tary power and lacked the full spectrum of tactical nuclear and conventional capa-

bilities to realize the goals set for itself under the flexible response doctrine and the 

forward defense strategy. But with the impetus of the Reagan buildup, the situation 

began to change. Determined to eliminate the deficiencies of the past, the Reagan 

administration lent its support to programs it saw as crucial to the restoration of 

NATO’s power and credibility. Among them were the revival of the neutron bomb, 

which President Reagan announced in August 1981, and the decision to press ahead 

with deployment of a new generation of intermediate-range ballistic and cruise 

missiles. Both were controversial decisions that went forward despite public protests 

and sharp criticism. Yet as the process advanced, it became increasingly clear that the 

United States remained not only firmly committed to NATO but to reasserting its 

own influence and leadership within the Alliance as well. 

The most difficult problems, as always, were those surrounding NATO’s con-

ventional capabilities, which routinely fell short of projected requirements. By the 

mid-1980s, having wrestled with this problem for decades to no avail, the Joint 

Chiefs and others in the Pentagon reached the sobering conclusion that the Eu-

ropeans would probably never meet their agreed conventional force goals and that 

it was pointless to continue badgering them. Rather than seeking quantitative 

improvements in NATO’s capabilities, U.S. defense planners looked to new and 

emerging technologies to provide qualitative multipliers to improve NATO’s de-

fenses. That approach had been tried numerous times, invariably with mixed results. 

But in light of the wide range of breakthroughs and improvements such as those 

driving the Strategic Defense Initiative, the chances of success seemed better than 

ever this time around. The upshot was the Conventional Defense Initiative (CDI), 

which the NATO defence ministers embraced at their May 1985 meeting. While 

many of the taskings were identical to those of the defunct Long-Term Defense 

Plan of the Carter years, the CDI was less ambitious than LTDP (thereby rendering 
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it more attainable in theory) and relied squarely on advances in technology as a key 

means of improving NATO’s conventional defense.29

Adoption of the CDI followed in lockstep with a related breakthrough in mili-

tary thinking known as the Follow-On Forces Attack (FOFA) concept. Much of 

the impetus behind FOFA came from General Bernard W. Rogers, the NATO Su-

preme Commander from 1979 to 1987. As Army Chief of Staff immediately prior to 

becoming SACEUR, Rogers had encouraged the development of a new doctrinal 

concept known as AirLand Battle, which emphasized close coordination between 

land forces pursuing an aggressive maneuvering defense and air forces attacking the 

enemy’s rear echelon units.30 FOFA emerged from that broad operational concept. 

Meant as an enhancement to the flexible response strategy, FOFA envisioned the 

use of sophisticated surveillance aircraft (called JSTARS) to direct conventional 

attacks behind enemy lines against Warsaw Pact armored formations and other re-

inforcements. NATO would still need strong ready forces along the central front 

to meet the enemy’s initial attack. But with FOFA, Rogers argued, NATO stood a 

better chance of reducing the number of Warsaw Pact reinforcements to “manage-

able proportions,” thus lifting the nuclear threshold.31

While the Joint Chiefs applauded NATO’s efforts, they cautioned against over-

optimism and warned that the full impact of the CDI and FOFA initiatives was 

difficult to predict and, in any case, would not be felt for some time. Technically 

complex and expensive, FOFA relied on advanced computer systems and precision-

guided munitions that were still experimental or in exceedingly limited supply. 

JSTARS, a joint Army-Air Force surveillance and tracking system around which the 

FOFA concept revolved, was barely more than a drawing-board concept. Initially, 

by speeding up the deployment of their reinforcements, the Soviets thought they 

could overcome whatever deep attacks NATO might launch.32 But as they took a 

closer look at the situation and the possibility that not all would go according to 

plan, they came to the conclusion that they were steadily losing ground and that 

the initiative was passing to NATO. Publicly, the Soviets denounced FOFA as a 

veiled instrument of aggression, while privately Warsaw Pact military planners en-

gaged in a frantic search for something to counter it. Increasingly they worried that 

the mainstay of their ground attack force—the heavy battle tank—might soon be 

obsolete. With the potential of President Reagan’s Strategic Defense Initiative fac-

tored into the equation, Moscow’s long-term military prospects had never seemed 

bleaker. NATO’s, conversely, were looking up, though as those familiar with the 

Alliance’s condition were well aware, a lot of work remained.33 Still, according to 

British intelligence expert Gordon S. Barrass, “NATO leaders felt that they had 

finally gained the upper hand.”34
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goRbaChev’S impaCt 

It was against this background of a resurgent NATO, the intensifying application of 

new technologies by the West, and signs of wavering confidence among Soviet de-

fense planners that Mikhail S. Gorbachev ascended to power in Moscow as General 

Secretary of the Communist Party in March 1985. A dedicated Marxist, Gorbachev 

led a younger generation of reformers whose goal was to protect and preserve the 

Soviet system through the restructuring of the crumbling Soviet economy (per-

estroika), greater openness in public affairs (glasnost), and improved East-West rela-

tions. Curbing the drain caused by heavy defense expenditures was a top priority.35

 While some in the West proclaimed Gorbachev’s advent as the first step toward 

ending the Cold War, others—including the Joint Chiefs of Staff—adopted a more 

reserved outlook. Despite an improved atmosphere in East-West relations, JCS pos-

ture statements and threat assessments remained essentially unchanged throughout 

the 1980s. Outward improvements in U.S.-Soviet relations aside, the Joint Chiefs 

continued to view the Soviet Union as an implacable enemy with a “heavy depen-

dence on military capabilities.” Afraid of letting down their guard, the Joint Chiefs 

repeatedly recommended a high level of military preparedness across the entire 

spectrum of conflict contingencies, from sub-limited conventional conflicts to all-

out nuclear war, until there was clear-cut evidence that the global force-to-force 

balance had shifted in favor of the United States and its allies.36

Still, the sincerity and seriousness of Gorbachev’s overtures were hard to ig-

nore. Wary at the outset, Reagan initially dismissed Gorbachev as “a confirmed 

ideologue,” while Gorbachev looked on the President as “a product of the military-

industrial complex” prone to “right-wing” extremism.37 But as they became more 

familiar with one another, they reached a meeting of the minds and formed a close 

and productive partnership which, though far from perfect in solving problems, 

proved of fundamental importance in easing East-West tensions and eventually in 

ending the Cold War. Although the Joint Chiefs were slower to come around, their 

gradual acceptance of Gorbachev’s initiatives as more than propaganda ploys effec-

tively set the stage for a wholesale reconsideration of military requirements under 

the next administration. 

Among the breakthroughs that Gorbachev’s advent helped to facilitate, two 

in particular had a major impact on JCS thinking: the 1987 INF Treaty mandating 

the complete elimination of such weapons, and the withdrawal of Soviet troops 

from Afghanistan initiated a year later. Both involved significant concessions which 

in years past the Soviets had strenuously resisted and which the JCS had likewise 

been disinclined to contemplate without adequate assurances of Soviet compliance. 
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Resumed in the spring of 1985, the INF negotiations proceeded in tandem with 

talks on START and space-based defensive weapons (i.e., SDI). The ostensible goal 

was a comprehensive agreement. Unable to make headway on an overall accord, 

Gorbachev indicated in October 1985 that he would entertain dealing with INF 

separately from other systems, a change of procedure that allowed the INF talks to 

go forward at a faster pace.38 The main concern raised by the Joint Chiefs was that 

as the elimination of nuclear weapons gathered momentum, the Soviets would 

be in an even stronger position than before because of their numerical superior-

ity in conventional forces. President Reagan, however, was skeptical and sought to 

reassure the chiefs that their concerns would be addressed one way or another.39 

What finally emerged in the form of the INF Treaty, signed in December 1987, 

was practically unprecedented: a worldwide ban on all U.S. and Soviet ground-

launched ballistic and cruise missiles with ranges of 500 to 5500 kilometers, backed 

by enforcement provisions allowing each side to conduct on-site inspections of the  

other’s facilities.40

For Gorbachev, the INF Treaty was both a spectacular gesture of goodwill that 

cemented his reputation as a peacemaker in the West and the coup de grace to the 

Kremlin’s hard-line defense planners who orchestrated the military buildup under 

Brezhnev. Soviet strategy as laid down from the mid-1970s on by Marshal Nikolai V. 

Ogarkov, chief of the General Staff, had relied on the SS–20 to spearhead a massive, 

surprise nuclear strike in conjunction with an immediate, high-speed conventional 

air and ground assault, to overwhelm NATO defenses.41 What Ogarkov and other 

Soviet defense planners had failed to anticipate was that NATO would have the 

unity and resolve to respond with a theater missile modernization program resulting 

in the deployment of a new generation of more effective and usable weapons (the 

Pershing II especially) that could strike the Soviet homeland. Instead of an asset in-

timidating the West, the Soviet arsenal of SS–20s had become one of Moscow’s most 

notorious liabilities.42 All the same, the hard-liners gave way grudgingly. While Og-

arkov’s successor, Marshal Sergei F. Akhromeyev, dutifully endorsed the INF Treaty 

in public, he disparaged it in private as a “lopsided deal.”43 As yet, discontent within 

the Soviet military appeared manageable, but as a massive letter-writing campaign 

against the treaty by retired officers indicated, it was far from popular among the 

former rank and file.44

In the West, the most strenuous objections to the INF Treaty were raised by 

the former NATO Supreme Commander, General Bernard Rogers. Characterizing 

the treaty as the product of “short-term political expediency,” Rogers believed that 

eliminating the Alliance’s INF capability would cripple its capacity to offer the full 

range of effective deterrence.45 Others, however, disagreed. While Crowe recalled 
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some grumbling from Army and Marine Corps leaders, the consensus among the 

Joint Chiefs was that the INF Treaty marked a major breakthrough and was “too 

attractive a proposition to pass up.”46 As the most far-reaching arms control agree-

ment thus far negotiated, President Reagan hailed it as “a realistic understanding” 

capable of providing a “framework” for a fundamentally improved relationship.47 

Likewise, it tended to confirm Reagan’s philosophy that patience and persistence 

pay off in the long run and that the elimination of nuclear weapons, a goal his 

critics derided as a fanciful notion, was not so impractical after all. Buoyed by the 

positive outcome of the INF talks, the President indicated that he looked forward 

to signing a START treaty, incorporating a 50 percent reduction in heavy missiles, 

when he and Gorbachev met in Moscow in the summer of 1988. But as the date 

of the summit approached, continuing objections by the Soviets to SDI and a su-

perabundance of unresolved details, many having to do with verification, prevented 

the two heads of state from consummating a deal. Not until 1991 did a START  

agreement materialize.48

No less significant than the INF Treaty in changing JCS thinking was the 

Soviet withdrawal from Afghanistan brought on by a combination of diplomatic 

pressure from the West and military pressure from the American-backed mujahideen. 

Dating from the waning days of the Carter administration, U.S. covert involvement 

in Afghanistan had remained a fairly low-key affair until President Reagan took 

steps in March 1985 to bolster the U.S. role.49 As part of the effort, the Joint Chiefs 

waived their self-imposed prohibition on sharing high-technology weapons and 

released shoulder-fired Stinger antiaircraft missiles to the insurgents. A major turn-

ing point in the war, the advent of the Stingers severely restricted the Soviets’ use 

of the air and compelled them to make significant changes in strategy and tactics. If 

not decisive, the introduction of the Stingers certainly helped to even the playing 

field and allowed the mujahideen to fight the Soviets and their allied Afghan forces 

to a virtual standstill.

Even before the Stingers were introduced, Gorbachev was convinced that the 

war in Afghanistan (increasingly costly and unpopular at home) could not be won, 

and in the autumn of 1985 he received approval from the Politburo to explore a 

strategy of withdrawal. Yet it was not until after the Stingers made their appearance 

on the battlefield that UN-brokered peace talks began to bear fruit. Eventually, 

under accords signed on April 14, 1988, the Soviet Union agreed to withdraw half 

its troops by August, and the rest by mid-February 1989.50 Assuming Soviet com-

pliance with the accord, the Joint Chiefs expected the logical result to be a steady 

decline in the power and authority of the Soviet-backed Islamic regime in Kabul. 

Whether it would be an inward-looking Islamic state, reserved in its dealings with 
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the United States and the Soviet Union alike, or a “fundamentalist” regime compa-

rable to neighboring Iran, remained to be seen.

The impending withdrawal of Soviet forces from Afghanistan was by any mea-

sure a triumph for the Reagan administration’s hard-line foreign policy. Like the 

INF Treaty, it further validated the President’s contention that steady pressure from 

all directions would elicit significant changes in Soviet behavior. A major defeat for 

Kremlin policy, analogous in many ways to the American setback in Vietnam, the 

withdrawal from Afghanistan was perhaps the clearest indication to that point that 

Soviet power and authority were in decline. Yet for the Joint Chiefs and others in 

Washington, recognition of the full implications of the Soviet withdrawal emerged 

slowly. All that seemed to matter at the time was that the Soviets had given up and, 

in so doing, had removed what the JCS had once considered a major menace to U.S. 

interests in Southwest Asia and the Middle East.

teRRoRiSm anD the ConfRontation with libya 

With American military power on the rise and signs emerging that the Cold War 

might be winding down, the Reagan administration operated more freely in ac-

cepting risks. One of the areas where it stepped up U.S. involvement was against 

the growing threat of state-sponsored terrorism. Bolstered by assistance and coach-

ing from Moscow, state-sponsored terrorist groups had become a favorite means 

among radical Third World regimes of putting pressure on the West. By the mid-

1980s, one of the most notorious culprits in the eyes of President Reagan, the Joint 

Chiefs, and many others was Libyan strongman Muammar Qaddafi. Charismatic 

and unpredictable, Qaddafi pursued a unique brand of revolutionary ideology that 

combined militant Islam, popular democracy, and communal ownership of property 

to create something approximating an Islamic socialist state. In foreign policy, he 

aligned himself with the Soviet Union in return for military assistance and regarded 

Israel and the “bourgeois” countries of the West, led by the United States, as his 

enemies. He openly offered his support to international terrorist groups to bring 

them down. As one observer put it, “No country . . . not even Syria or Iran, matched 

the record of Libya under Qaddafi as an epitome of lawlessness and contempt for  

international norms.”51

During his first term, President Reagan had authorized varying combinations 

of naval exercises, economic sanctions, and diplomatic pressure to try to persuade 

Qaddafi to moderate his policies and behavior, all to no avail. A major export-

er of high-grade crude oil, Libya enjoyed close political and economic ties with 

many European countries, including Italy and France, despite its reputed links to  
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terrorism. The net effect was lukewarm support for sanctions and other nonmilitary 

forms of pressure that Washington tried to apply. Then, in June 1985, Hizballah ter-

rorists hijacked a U.S. airliner flying from Athens to Rome. During the episode the 

hijackers tortured and murdered an American passenger, Navy Petty Officer Robert 

Stethem. While there was no direct evidence connecting Libya to the hijacking, the 

assumption of the Joint Chiefs and others in Washington was that Qaddafi ’s role in 

terrorism overall was too pervasive to rule out the possibility and that curtailing that 

role would go far toward curtailing terrorism in general.52 

Though committed to a strong stand against Qaddafi and terrorism, the Joint 

Chiefs wanted to avoid overreacting. Supported by Secretary of Defense Wein-

berger, they urged caution in responding and resisted efforts by Secretary of State 

George P. Shultz, National Security Advisor Robert C. McFarlane, and others who 

wanted to make greater use of military power. But during the waning months of 

1985 came a rapid succession of bloody terrorist incidents—the seizure of the cruise 

liner Achille Lauro, the hijacking of an Egyptian airliner, and the machine gun attack 

on the passenger lounge of the Vienna, Austria, airport. As a result, the JCS found 

themselves under mounting pressure to conduct a major retaliatory campaign that 

would severely punish Qaddafi and weaken his power and prestige if not topple 

him. Finding the options limited, Chairman Crowe initially relied on a resump-

tion of large-scale naval operations off the Libyan coast to convey the message to 

Qaddafi that the United States meant business. But after the April 5, 1986, terrorist 

bombing of a discotheque in West Berlin frequented by U.S. Service personnel, 

President Reagan ordered the JCS to prepare immediately for stronger measures. 

As the President characterized it, the intelligence was “pretty final” that the Libyans 

had helped plan the attack.53

The discotheque bombing set a planning process in motion culminating in the 

most deliberate and deadly military action yet taken by the United States against 

Qaddafi—the bombing raid on Libya carried out jointly by Air Force and Navy 

planes on April 14–15, 1986. Hurriedly assembled, the operational plan preferred in 

the Joint Staff drew on prior contingency planning and exercises conducted by the 

Air Force. It envisioned attacks carried out by F–111 medium-range fighter-bomb-

ers flying from bases in the United Kingdom. The President wanted to retaliate as 

soon as possible, and since the British had not as yet approved use of their facilities, 

the Joint Chiefs developed an alternative plan that relied on carrier-based planes 

already in the Mediterranean. A third option—to mount a raid with Tomahawk sea-

launched cruise missiles—also received brief consideration but was soon dropped 

for lack of suitably armed and programmed missiles. Eventually, the British came 

around and gave the green light to use their bases. But by then the JCS, working 
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in collaboration with the U.S. European Command, had settled on a composite 

operation (Eldorado Canyon), which incorporated attacks by land- and carrier-based 

air simultaneously. 

The decision to use both land- and sea-based air was a practical move. Though 

derided by some naval aviation enthusiasts as a needless display of “jointness,” it 

reflected the approved rules of engagement prescribing minimum collateral damage 

to civilians in urban areas. To obtain the accuracy the President wanted mandated 

the use of precision-guided munitions that Air Force F–111s were better equipped 

to deliver than Navy planes were at the time. Thus, while the F–111s spearheaded 

the raid with attacks on Tripoli, where the targets tended to be in built-up areas, 

carrier-based F–18s and A–6s hammered the more dispersed military targets across 

the Gulf of Sidra in Benghazi. 54

Cleary punitive, Eldorado Canyon was never intended to inflict permanently 

crippling damage. Like the Doolittle raid on Tokyo in the early days of World War II, 

it was a demonstration of American resolve. Its objectives, as outlined by President 

Reagan prior to the attack, were to highlight Libya’s vulnerability and to demon-

strate that Qaddafi ’s continuing pursuit of terrorism would not go unpunished. “I 

have no illusion that these actions will eliminate entirely the terrorist threat,” the 

President told his close friend, British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher. “But it 

will show that officially sponsored terrorist actions by a government—such as Libya 

has repeatedly perpetrated—will not be without cost.”55 

Still, the raid on Libya moved the war on terrorism up a notch or two. A steadi-

ly growing menace, terrorism was destined in little more than a decade to succeed 

the Cold War as the number one security issue facing the United States and its allies. 

But in President Reagan’s day, compared with the weighty issues of the Cold War, 

terrorism still seemed a problem of secondary importance and received ad hoc re-

sponses. Even so, it was beginning to loom larger and posed challenges that the JCS 

were as yet unsure how to handle. As the head of a country with close economic ties 

to the West through its oil sales, Qaddafi was in some respects a unique case. But he 

was also the same kind of leader, driven by fanatical religious zeal and messianic vi-

sions, that the Joint Chiefs were fated to come up against again and again. Inconclu-

sive in its results, the clash with Libya during the Reagan years was a foretaste of the 

much more serious confrontations with terrorism and terrorist states yet to come.

ShowDown in CentRal ameRiCa  

Despite the new rapprochement in Europe and waning Soviet enthusiasm for the 

conflict in Afghanistan, the Cold War elsewhere continued almost unabated. Nowhere 



465

a  n E W  r a P P r o C H E M E n T

was that more true than in Central America, where the United States remained locked 

in an escalating struggle with the Soviet- and Cuban-backed Sandinista regime of 

Nicaragua. Throughout President Reagan’s first term, the Joint Chiefs of Staff had 

consistently opposed direct military intervention in Central America and had en-

couraged the administration to rely on surrogates, known as counterrevolutionaries 

or “contras,” to carry the fight to the Sandinistas. But as the President’s second term 

was getting underway, there were growing signs that the contras were running out 

of steam, causing the JCS to reassess their position and to accept the possibility of a 

larger, more direct military role. Out of the ensuing give-and-take emerged a revised 

covert action program which President Reagan approved in January 1986, subject to 

the approval of legislative authority by Congress.56

The new program attempted both to revitalize the contra movement at the 

grass roots level in Nicaragua and to mobilize additional support in the United 

States. Controversial throughout their history, the contras resembled a rump version 

of the deposed Somoza regime and enjoyed barely lukewarm backing on Capitol 

Hill, where there was a general reluctance to provide much beyond humanitarian 

assistance. Under the new program, the administration proposed to expand its help 

to the contras with government-funded arms aid and professional training orga-

nized under the Joint Chiefs of Staff. In October 1986, after a lengthy and spirited 

debate, Congress finally approved the administration’s request under its revised “co-

vert” action program for $100 million to help the contras—$70 million in military 

aid and $30 million in humanitarian assistance.57 

Almost immediately, however, implementation of the administration’s program 

fell under the gathering cloud of the Iran-contra affair, a scandal that blew up 

over revelations of clandestine arms sales to Iran and the skimming of profits by 

members of the NSC Staff to subsidize the purchase of arms and ammunition for 

the contras. The precipitating event occurred on the morning of October 5, 1986, 

when a Soviet-made surface-to-air missile brought down a chartered C–123 cargo 

plane that was on a resupply mission to contras operating in northern Nicaragua. It 

turned out that the plane and its cargo were part of an off-the-books covert assis-

tance program going back more than a year to circumvent aid prohibitions imposed 

by Congress in 1984. The Joint Chiefs knew of the contra resupply program, but 

they had no part in organizing it and assumed it to be part of a privately-financed 

and privately-run operation. If they had reason to think otherwise, they kept the 

information to themselves.

 Reverberations from the Iran-contra affair extended far and wide, and by the 

summer of 1987 it was a full-blown scandal. Talk of impeaching the President was 

in the air. Ironically, at the same time the administration’s Central America policy 
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was falling under renewed attack in Washington, its revamped covert assistance pro-

gram was beginning to show signs of turning the military situation to the contras’ 

advantage. Better trained and indoctrinated, they were gradually becoming more 

effective fighters and more accepted by the local population. All the same, many 

Central American leaders, even those aligned with the United States in opposition 

to the Sandinistas, were uneasy about the contras’ activities, and in August 1987 they 

joined in support of a new diplomatic initiative sponsored by Costa Rican President 

Oscar Arias to end the conflict through new, supervised elections.

With momentum building behind the Arias peace plan, Congress in February 

1988 suspended further funding for the contras. Shortly thereafter, backed by Soviet 

attack helicopters and Cuban troops, the Sandinistas launched an all-out assault on 

the contras’ base camps along the Nicaragua-Honduras border. Amid the escalating 

crisis, President Reagan met with his senior advisors and congressional leaders on 

the afternoon of March 16, but was unable to enlist the support of House Speaker 

Jim Wright and other key Democrats who were either noncommittal or opposed 

to any U.S. military action.58 The next day, responding to a formal request from the 

Honduran government for U.S. assistance, President Reagan ordered a brigade-

sized task force of the 82d Airborne to conduct a 10-day “readiness exercise” in 

Honduras. Meanwhile, U.S.-piloted helicopters began ferrying Honduran troops 

into the battle zone.59 Though the JCS rules of engagement governing these de-

ployments made it highly unlikely that U.S. and Sandinista forces would ever con-

front one another, the implied threat of American military intervention appeared to 

have the desired effect, and within days the Nicaraguans curtailed their offensive. Yet 

even though the contras avoided annihilation, the fighting had taken a heavy toll on 

their numbers. On March 23, 1988, seeing no other choice, their leaders declared a 

unilateral ceasefire.

From that point on, the contras’ fortunes entered a steep decline, a process 

hastened by political infighting within its leadership, dwindling resources, and the 

Reagan administration’s grudging acceptance of the Arias peace plan. By May 1988, 

the contras were down to 400 front-line troops, too few to pose a serious threat to 

the Sandinista regime. Feeling that it had run out of options, the Reagan admin-

istration let matters drift until it left office in January 1989. By then, the incoming 

Bush administration, hoping to eliminate Central America as a source of continuing 

domestic political discord, had settled on a different course that abandoned further 

military pressure on Nicaragua in favor of negotiated solutions through multilateral 

diplomacy.60 

Though disappointed by the turn of events in Central America, the Joint 

Chiefs took the outcome in stride. While it was a setback in certain respects, the 
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emerging settlement was not the disaster that some within the Joint Staff had wor-

ried it might be. Indeed, as the dust settled, it became clear that the Sandinistas were 

far weaker politically than previously supposed. In agreeing to elections—finally 

held in 1990—the Sandinista regime virtually sealed its own demise. Even though 

the Joint Chiefs had not played a large or conspicuous role, their insistence that aid 

and training to the contras be placed on a more systematic and professional basis 

had gone far toward rescuing a faltering program and turning it around. All things 

considered, the chiefs’ involvement helped to produce a more favorable outcome 

than would otherwise have been the case.

tenSionS in the peRSian gulf  

While the struggle for Central America tested the Joint Chiefs’ capabilities and 

willingness to cope with low-intensity conflict, the resumption of tensions in the 

Persian Gulf challenged their resourcefulness in more traditional ways. Since taking 

office, using the prism of the Cold War, the Reagan administration had treated a 

Soviet invasion or attack against the Gulf oil fields as the primary danger in that part 

of the world and urged the JCS to plan accordingly.61 Even so, the source of greatest 

volatility in the region was the ongoing conflict between Iran and Iraq. Precipitated 

by Iraqi President Saddam Hussein’s attack on Iran in 1980 over a border dispute, 

the Iran-Iraq war had degenerated into a World War I-style conflict, complete with 

trench warfare, human-wave assaults, and chemical weapons. Deadlocked on the 

battlefield, the two antagonists took to crippling one another’s economic base by 

attacking their respective capacities to produce and export petroleum products. So 

intense did the “tanker war” become that in the summer of 1984 the United States 

and other Western powers joined together to provide naval protection for non-

aligned (primarily Kuwaiti) shipping. But by the end of the year, the attacks mostly 

stopped and the international protection effort relaxed.

The official policy of the United States toward the Gulf War was neutrality. 

Unofficially, the Reagan administration leaned in favor of Iraq. Characterizing Sad-

dam as a “no good nut,” President Reagan was fully aware that the Iraqi leader’s 

regime was one of the most corrupt, ruthless, and repressive in the Middle East.62 

All the same, he was determined to block Iranian and radical Shia expansionism and 

worried that an Iranian victory over Iraq would destabilize the region. The policy in 

effect at the outset of President Reagan’s second term was to do what was feasible 

and practicable, short of overt assistance or direct intervention, to avoid an Iraqi 

defeat or collapse. In practice, this meant seeking other governments’ cooperation 

in enforcing an arms embargo against Iran (Operation Staunch), encouraging Saudi 
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Arabia, Kuwait, Egypt, France, and other countries friendly with Iraq to keep its war 

machine going, and from time to time providing the Iraqi armed forces with limited 

operational assistance and intelligence.

While tilting toward Iraq, the Reagan administration also pursued backchan-

nel contacts with Iran that had the unintended side-effect of complicating JCS ef-

forts to assure the safety of neutral shipping in the Gulf. The leading figures in this 

enterprise were former National Security Advisor Robert C. McFarlane and an 

assistant, Lieutenant Colonel Oliver L. North, USMC, who secretly helped arrange 

arms transfers to the Iranians in an effort to secure the release of Western hostages 

being held by Islamist militants in Lebanon. Limited initially to a handful of HAWK 

antiaircraft missiles purchased from Israeli stocks and a few hundred antitank TOW 

missiles, the arms-for-hostages deal was never large enough to tip the military bal-

ance in Iran’s favor. But it carried immense weight as a symbolic gesture. Privately, 

as North and his associates expanded their contacts with the Iranians, President 

Reagan became concerned that they would send the wrong signal and lead Tehran 

to think that the United States was on its side.63 

The initiation of U.S. covert aid to Iran late in 1985 roughly coincided with 

Tehran’s decision to pursue a bolder, more aggressive strategy in its war with Iraq. 

Reeling from years of heavy casualties and mounting costs, Iran’s leadership was 

desperate for a breakthrough, and in February 1986 it launched a two-pronged 

counterattack—a diversionary operation north of the Hawizeh Marshes followed 

by a major amphibious assault in the south that seized the strategically important 

Faw Peninsula. Eventually, the line stabilized, but only after heavy fighting that 

brought the Iranians to the outskirts of Basra, Iraq’s second largest city. Even though 

the chances of Basra falling appeared remote, Iran’s battlefield successes suggested a 

looming strategic shift in the war in Iran’s favor. In March, Iran resumed its attacks 

on Gulf shipping, scoring eight hits, all but one against non-Arab vessels.64

The turning point resulting in U.S. intervention was Kuwait’s request in No-

vember-December 1986 for Western and Soviet protection against further Iranian 

attacks on its shipping.65 Until that time, the Joint Chiefs had held stubbornly to 

their current force strategy under which for years they had managed to limit U.S. 

commitments in the region. Playing down the impact of renewed threats to ship-

ping, the JCS cautioned against hasty action. Indeed, during interagency delibera-

tions extending from late 1986 into early 1987, Admiral Crowe and members of his 

staff made the point repeatedly that while they appreciated the seriousness of the 

situation, they saw the Kuwaiti request as opening Pandora’s Box by pressuring the 

United States to protect other noncombatants’ shipping. As Crowe later recalled:  
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“I had done more agonizing over this issue than over any other since my appoint-

ment as Chairman.”66

After weighing the pros and cons, President Reagan concluded that the re-

sumption of Iranian raids on Kuwaiti shipping, coupled with the possibility of direct 

Soviet intervention, left the United States no choice but to play a more active and 

direct role. By early March 1987, hoping to head off Soviet involvement, he and his 

advisors settled on a policy of escorting 11 Kuwaiti tankers reflagged as American 

vessels, part of a multinational effort to protect shipping in the Gulf.67 Working out 

the details fell to Admiral Crowe, who arrived in Kuwait a few days later on a previ-

ously scheduled visit to the Middle East. By the time he returned to Washington, 

Crowe was convinced that reflagging the Kuwaiti tankers held the key not only to 

the maintenance of regional stability, but also to the preservation of friendly rela-

tions with the Arab world. “My conclusion,” he recalled, “was that we should go 

into the Persian Gulf . . . because it was the best chance we had to repair our Arab 

policy and to make some significant headway in an area where it was absolutely 

crucial for us to forge the strongest ties we could manage.”68

opeRation EArnESt WILL  

The ensuing escort operation (Earnest Will ) finally got underway in July 1987 and 

lasted until September 1988. Though undertaken on a multinational basis, it had 

only token contributions from other Western countries and was predominantly a 

U.S.-led and U.S.-directed affair. At its height, Earnest Will involved 27 U.S. surface 

vessels and 13,700 American Service personnel. It was also the first major test of 

the recently reconstituted joint system under the Goldwater-Nichols Act. Over 

the years, the Rapid Deployment Force and its successor, U.S. Central Command 

(USCENTCOM), had done extensive planning for ground and air operations in 

the Middle East. But having been unable to find a well-qualified senior naval officer 

for his staff, the USCINCCENT, General George B. Crist, Jr., USMC, had as yet 

made limited headway toward developing a maritime plan for the region. Seeking 

to consolidate his authority, Crist sought full control of the operation and in so do-

ing found himself at odds with his Navy counterparts. In late August 1987, to end 

the squabbling, Secretary of Defense Weinberger established a new subcommand—

Joint Task Force Middle East (JTFME)—headed by a naval officer, Rear Admi-

ral Dennis M. Brooks, who exercised day-to-day responsibility for escort duties, 

while Crist oversaw strategic direction of the operation from his headquarters in  

Tampa, Florida.69
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This inauspicious introduction to the era of “jointness” under Goldwater-

Nichols was soon followed by the need for a wholesale reappraisal of the U.S. role 

and objectives under Earnest Will. As originally envisioned, the operation was to 

have been a fairly passive enterprise focusing on escort functions. But by the time 

it commenced, the security situation in the Persian Gulf had deteriorated to the 

point that U.S. warships were becoming as much the target as commercial shipping. 

A case in point was the cruise missile attack against the American frigate USS Stark 

on May 17, 1987, by an Iraqi fighter that nearly sank the ship and left 37 U.S. sailors 

dead. Though the Iraqis promptly apologized, insisting that the attack had been a 

mistake, the incident underscored the dangers involved by the very presence of U.S. 

warships in the Persian Gulf and helped to usher in a more aggressive approach by 

the Joint Chiefs toward their escort responsibilities.

The Iraqi attack on the Stark notwithstanding, the assumption in the Pentagon 

and at USCENTCOM headquarters continued to be that Iran was the principal 

troublemaker and the most likely to come into conflict with U.S. forces. Operating 

on that assumption, JCS planners expected the Iranian threat to take several forms. 

With replacement parts and pilots in short supply, Iran had all but abandoned air at-

tacks on shipping since the spring of 1986 and had turned to unconventional tactics 

carried out by Revolutionary Guards, who proved adept at hit-and-run raids using 

small speedboats and powerful rocket-propelled grenades. At the same time, Iran 

also acquired a small arsenal of short-range Chinese SILKWORM antiship mis-

siles, which it deployed adjacent to the Strait of Hormuz and on the Faw Peninsula 

within range of Kuwait.70 The most dangerous and persistent threat, however, came 

from Iranian antiship mines. Initially, the Iranians denied any involvement in mining 

operations. But on September 21, 1987, a U.S. Army helicopter-gunship, flying from 

a Navy frigate, strafed and disabled the Iran Ajr, a converted Iranian troop ship, as it 

was laying mines in the path of the convoying oil tankers. The next day, U.S. Navy 

SEALS boarded the ship and seized a sizable cache of military documents confirm-

ing Iran’s involvement in mine-laying and other operations.71

Following the Iran Ajr incident, American and Iranian forces became engaged 

in a steadily escalating contest for control of the Persian Gulf. By the end of 1987, 

Iranian attacks on shipping were up 53 percent over the year before. Avoiding ships 

under U.S. escort, the Iranians concentrated their attacks on vessels without pro-

tection. As a result, the JCS came under mounting pressure (primarily from Saudi 

Arabia) to expand the scale and scope of the U.S. protection regime by providing 

assistance, upon request, to all nonbelligerent vessels under attack. On April 14, 1988, 

the on-again-off-again conflict finally boiled over when the missile frigate USS 

Samuel B. roberts found itself in the middle of a freshly laid Iranian minefield. In 
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attempting to escape the roberts suffered heavy damage when it struck one of the 

mines. U.S. retaliation was inevitable. 

The day after the incident, Admiral Crowe attended a breakfast meeting at the 

Pentagon hosted by Secretary of Defense Frank C. Carlucci to discuss retaliatory 

measures. Also present were Secretary of State Shultz and the President’s assistant for 

national security affairs, Lieutenant General Colin L. Powell, USA. Feeling that the 

United States had exercised restraint long enough, Crowe, with Carlucci’s support, 

urged destruction of an Iranian warship to demonstrate that “we were willing to 

exact a serious price.” Around 11 a.m., the meeting adjourned to the White House, 

where President Reagan joined in. In the President’s mind there was no doubt that 

retaliation was imperative. Moreover, he offered no objection to further military ac-

tion should Iran resist or challenge U.S. forces. Around noon, Crowe placed a secure 

telephone call to Crist at USCENTCOM headquarters in Tampa, Florida, relaying 

the President’s decision and setting in motion Operation Praying Mantis, which got 

underway on April 18.72

The immediate targets were the Sassan and Sirri gas-oil platforms in the cen-

tral and southern Persian Gulf. While it was against U.S. policy to attack “economic” 

targets, these (like other Iranian oil platforms) were heavily fortified and served as 

bases for raids on shipping. Only the Sirri platform was still pumping oil.73 In retali-

ation for the destruction of the oil rigs, Iranian air and naval forces counterattacked, 

precipitating a major naval battle. During the engagement, U.S. air and surface units, 

using laser-guided bombs and other advanced technologies, destroyed a missile pa-

trol boat and several smaller craft, sank the British-built Iranian frigate Sahand, and 

severely damaged its sister ship, the Sabalan. By the time the engagement was over, 

Iran had lost half of its navy. The only U.S. loss, apparently the result of a mechanical 

failure, was a Cobra attack helicopter and its two-member crew.74 Still, in assessing 

the overall outcome, Crowe was quite pleased. Feeling that the United States had 

made a much more forceful statement of its resolve this time around, he was also 

deeply impressed by the high degree of joint action achieved in the field.75

By mid-1988, with its economy in a shambles, much of its navy at the bottom 

of the Persian Gulf, and its air force down to a handful of flyable planes, Iran was 

no longer in a position to mount a serious challenge to the United States. Sens-

ing that the worst had passed, JCS planners began to prepare for the drawdown of 

U.S. forces. In April 1988, for air defense purposes, the Navy added an Aegis missile 

cruiser, the USS Vincennes, to its flotilla operating in the Persian Gulf. The decision 

to do so was at the instigation of the NSC Staff, which wanted to avoid a repetition 

of the Stark incident, and went against the better judgment of JCS and Navy plan-

ners, who considered Aegis cruisers ill-suited to the relatively shallow “green water” 
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environment of the Persian Gulf.76 According to Admiral Crowe, who reluctantly 

supported the NSC’s recommendation, the deployment of the Vincennes was a be-

lated development and came about only after intelligence reports that the Iranians, 

having become desperate, were reconfiguring what was left of their air force to 

attack U.S. warships.77

On July 3, 1988, while on patrol duty in the Persian Gulf, the Vincennes shot 

down an Iranian civilian airliner, killing all 290 passengers and crew aboard. Unable 

to distinguish one type of plane from another, the Vincennes’ radar mistook the air-

liner for an Iranian F–14, which had been prowling the same area the past few days. 

Immediately after, as if sobered by the incident, Iran and Iraq dramatically scaled 

back their military operations in the Persian Gulf. The last reported attack against 

neutral shipping by either belligerent occurred on July 20. Having fought one an-

other almost continuously for 8 years, both sides were showing marked signs of 

war-weariness, especially Iran. The end of the war was anticlimactic, as Iran and Iraq 

both grudgingly accepted a UN-brokered cease-fire, which took effect on August 

20, 1988. Escorts ended a month later, though as a precaution the Navy continued 

to operate a less demanding regime of protection, termed an “accompany mission,” 

that lasted until June 1989.

Throughout Earnest Will, the approaching end of the Cold War undoubtedly 

allowed the Joint Chiefs to operate more freely and to take greater risks. A major 

factor in Middle East politics from the mid-1950s on, the Soviet Union was barely 

noticeable during the escort operation and its aftermath. Still, it was the possibility 

that Moscow might steal the march on the West by taking over protection of Ku-

wait’s tankers that prodded the United State into action in the first place. Though 

not as strong as it was, the specter of Soviet power remained a formidable factor.

Overall, however, the demise of Soviet power was steadily reshaping JCS per-

ceptions of American security interests and the accompanying need for military 

forces. For two generations, the Joint Chiefs had framed their assessments of U.S. 

defense requirements around the dangers posed by a nuclear-armed Soviet Union 

and its satellites. But by the end of the Reagan Presidency, the chiefs’ image of the 

Communist threat had begun to change. Although they still credited the Soviet 

Union as having formidable military capabilities, they could not ignore the emerg-

ing changes in Soviet policy instigated by new leadership in Moscow. While it was 

too soon to tell with certainty how the Gorbachev reforms would play out, one 

clearly intended result was to loosen the Soviet military’s grip on resources. Should 

that trend continue, it would doubtless fundamentally alter JCS perceptions of their 

own military requirements. 
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In sum, as the Reagan administration drew to a close, decades of tension and 

competition between East and West were starting to give way, a situation far differ-

ent from only 8 years earlier. Whether the current rapprochement would last or, like 

“peaceful coexistence” and détente degenerate into another round of the Cold War, 

remained to be seen. As usual, the Joint Chiefs were cautiously optimistic, not want-

ing to let down their guard but aware also that change was in the air. They could 

sense that they were entering a period of transition but could not as yet foresee its 

outcome or full impact. 
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