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" PROIOGUE: ACTIONS AND PROGRAMS UNDERWAY

Several forms of pressure were already being applied agalnst
North Vietnam by July of 1964, Moreover, contingency plans for
other forms -- should political and military circumstances warrant
a decision to use them -- were continually being adjusted and modi-
fied &s-the situation in Southeast Asia developed.

The best known of these pressures was being applied in Taos.
Since 21 May, U.S. aircraft had flown low-level reconnaissance missions

~ over communist-occupied areas. ;/ In early June Premier Souvanna

Phouma both gave and reaffirmed his permission for armed escort of
these missicas, which included the right to retaliate against hostile
fire from the ground. 2/ This effort was supplemented at the end

of the month when the United States decided to conduct transport and
night reconnaissance operations and furaish additionsl TP-28 aircraft
and munitions to support a Royal Ilactian-coaunteroffensive near Muong
Soui. This decision came in response to Souvanna'’s request, in which
he equsted the protection of Muong Soui with the survival of the ILaotian
neulralist army. 3/ Air strikes conducted by the Royel Iac Air Force,
with T-28s obtzined from the United States, were later credived with
pleylng g meJor role in the success of the RILG's operations.

Other actions oov10us*y designed to, forestall cormunist aggressive-

" intentions were taken in diifferent gurts “of Southeast Asiz. In June,
'following the Honolulu strategy conference, State and Defense Depart-

ment .sources nade’repeated lesks to the press affirming U.S, intentions
to support its dllies and uphold its trzaty commitments in Southeast
Asia.’&/ U.S. contingency ground-force stockages in Thailand were

. .augrerted and publicly acknowledged. 5/ Revelations were nmade that

USAF aircraft were operating out of a newly constructed air base at

Da Fang.  Moreover, the base was characterized as part of a network

of new air bases. and operational facilities being developed in South
Vietnsm and Theiland. 6/ On 10 July, the D=z Neng base was the site
of a well-publicized Air Force Day display of allied airpower, including

-aireraft from a B-37 wing recently acknowledgsd to have been permanent y
_ deployed to’the Philippines from Japan. T/ :

Tess. known Were parallel ‘actions tak en within the Government

U.S. resolve to resist aggression in Southeast Asia was communicated
directly to ﬂorth Vietnam by the newly appolnted Canadian membéer of
the Internatiohal Control Commission, Blair Seaborn.. Stressing that’
U.8. ambxtlons were limited and its intentions were essentlally peace-
ful, " Sesborn told Phsm Van Dong that the patlence of the U.S. (overn-
ment was not limitless. He explained that the United States was
fully avere of the uecreec t0 which- HaIN)l controlled the Viet
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Cong insurgeqéy and the Pathet Lao and might be cbliged to bérry‘ﬁ"‘
the war to the North if DRV-assisted pressures against South Vietnam
¢ontinued: .He further cautionmed that U.S. stakes in resisting &

North Vietnamese victory were high, since the United States saw the

conflict. in Sortheast Asia as part of a general confrontation with
" “guerrilla subversion’ in other parts of the world, and that "in the
event of escalation the greatest devastation would of course result
for the DRVN itself."” 8/ -

Also underway vere efforts directed toward educating the American

- public regardirg our national interests in Southeast Asia and the
~ extent of the U.S. commitment there. In reporiing to the President,

Administration officials who participated in the anolulu Conference

' stressed the need for a domestic information effort to "get at the

‘basic doubts"” of the importance of the U.S. stake in Southeast Asia.
‘The program was to be focused both on key merbers of the Congress and
‘on the public. g/ Thereafter, work was begun under State Depariment
guidance to assemble information in aenswer to some of the prevalent
public questions on the U.3. involvement. OF special concern was a
rvecent Gallup poll showing only 37 percent of the public +0 have sone
interest in .our Southeast Asian policies. Administration officials
viewed this group as'.consisting primarily of either those desiring our
w1thdra"al or those urging our strixing at FNorth Vietnam. A general
Droar?m vwas proposed with the avoved aims of eroding public support for
these polar positions and solidifying a large "center” behind the thrust
of current Administration policies. ThEQC aims were to be accomplished
by dlrectlna public comment into discuss:c *ons of the precise alternatives
available to the United Shaucs, greauer exposure 1o whicn it was believed
‘would alienate both "hawk' and "dove” supporters. 20/ ' Iess than a
week after this proposal was svbnitted, the White House published a
NSAM, nam*ngzmsAproponchu, Robert Manning, as coordinator of all public
information activities for Southeast Asis and dirvecting all agencies to

. cooperate in furthering the Adrinistration's information objectives. ;%/

"One of the principal Ffoci of the subsequent information program was

“the compllatlon of a public pamphlet of questions raised by critics of
Administration policy together with answers. furnlshed and coordlnated by
several 1nterested Government agencles. s - :

" Unknown to more than a limited number of Government officials were
-a variety -of covert military or quasi-militery. operations: being con-
‘ducted &t the expense of Horth Vietnam. U.S. naval forces had undertaken
- intermittent patrol operations in the Gulf- of” Tonkin desngned.to acguire
v1sual, electronic and photographic - 1nte111gepce on infiltration activi-
ties and coastal navigation from North Vietnam to the South. To carry: .
"out these.missions, destroyers were assigned t¢ tracks between fixed
points and aceording to stipulated schedules.. De51gnated DE SOTO Patrols,
the first such.operation of 196k occurred during the period 28 February-
10 March.  On this patrol the U.S5.S. Craig was authorized to spprodch
to within 4 n.m. of the North Vietnamese mainland, 15 n.m: of the Chinese

_malnland and 12 n.n. of Chinese-held islands. -HNo incidents were reporﬁed.
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full extent of the patrol track."” Other speci
‘ments were assigned as follows:

the VC insurgsncy. This operation had

Melismars toid uenate commitse

lcalled a "slow beginning.'
Méonvince the North Vietnamese leadérship that it is in its owm self—~“

as resulting from this.action. The next DE SOTO Patrol did notvéccur umbil
31 July, on which the U.S.S. Maddox was restricted to a . treck not closer
than 8 n.m. off the North Vietnamese mainland 12/ Its primaxy mlssion,

assigned on 17 July, was "to determine DRV cosstal sctivity along the .~
fic intelligence reguire--. ..

"(a) location. and identification of ell radar trensmitters,
and es%imete of renge cepevilities; (b) nsvigational snd hydro.
information along the routes traversed gnd particular naviga-
tional 1lights chsragcteristics,; landwarks, buoys, currents and
tidal information, river mouths and channel acce351b111ty, )
monitoring & junk force with density of -surface traffic patterm,
(d) sampling electronﬁc enviromment radars and navigation =ids,
(e) photography of opportunities in supno*t of above...."

Separate cozsgtal patrol operations were
Vietnamese naval forces.  These were de

ing conducted by South

si o}

efforts t0 smuggle personnel and suppliss
11

ere be
gced‘t uncover and interdict
into the South in support of
rst been organized with .U.S.
t Tleet of motorized junks
tzry adsistance funds.
:h-qually in atiempts to -

atjons. As Secretary

asfistance in December 1961; to support it
was buils, paru1311v finznced with Y.S. mil
During 196k these vessels cperated almost co
intercept communist seaborne logistical cper
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the Tirst seven mcnths ofaﬁa_s year [i96¥7, uhby
have sesrched 149,000 junks, scme STO 000 pecple. - This is.
awtremenduasu0per“tlon.enaeavqung o close the seacoasts
of over 900 miles. In the process of that action, as the
Junk patrol has inereased in strength they /Eic have moved”
farther and farther north endeavoring to Find the source of
-the infiltration.” b/ ’

‘ In addition to these ackncwledged azctivities, the GVN was also
conducting a number of operations against Horth Vietnam to which it

. 4id not publicly adrmit. Covert operatloﬂs were carried out by South
'Vietnanese or hired personnel and sunnort 3 by U. 5. training and logis-.

tical efforts. . Outlined within OPTAN 3k A, these operations had been

. widervay theorenlcally since February but had experlenced what the JCS

" Despite an ultimate objective of -helping-

interest to desist from its aggressive policies," few bperatloﬂs d351gned

-to harass the enemy were carried out succesnfully during the February-May

period. Nevertheless, citing DRV reactions tending "to substantiate the
premise that Han0ﬂ is expending substantial resources in defensive measures,
‘the JCS concluded. that the potential of the GPIAN 344 progrem remained-

‘high and urged’ its connlruetlon through Phase IL (June-September). 15/

Operations including air-infiltration of sabotage teams, underwater gemo- - -

lition, and seizures of communist junks were approved for the period, and
a .few were carxled by spe01ally tralned GVIY £ orcas durlng June and Julj 16/




In the process of cowbined GVN-U,S. planning, but not yet
_approved for execution, were cross-border operztions against VC-North
Vietnemese logistical routes in Iaos. Tais’ planning provided for both
. air attacks by the VHAF and "ground operations up to battalion size" in
- - the -Iaotian Panhandles.. Preparations for sueh asctions had been approved
in principle sinceé Harch but since then little further Interest had been
shown in them. Toward the end of July, the air force portion was examined
seriously by Administration officials as « means not only to damage the
Communist logistical effort but also "primarily for reasons of moralé in
South Vietnzm and to divert GVN attention from /57 proposal to strike
North Vietnam." 17/ .

In addition to both the open and covert operations already under-
way, & number of other agctions intended to bring pressure against North
Vietnem had been recommended to the White House. Receiving ceonsiderable
attention among Administration officials during May and June was a pro-

!} posed request for a Comgressional Resolution, reaffirming support by the

’ legislators for Presidential action to reg 1st_Communist advances in

Southeast Asia during an election year Z$ b A/. In some respects paral-
nt was urged to present o the

the Govermment supporting

at

leling this domestic initistive, the Preside
b . United Eaticns the dztailed case assenbled b
the charges of DRV azgression against South
‘also urged to authorize periodic deployments of
Southéabu-A51a as & means of dewonstrating U.S. resolve to underiake
vhatevay nessures were ¥ ed to resisv sggrsssion in thev region.
Morsover, :I.r OPILAL 37-6& re was fully developed a listing of Porges _'to
o communist escalstion in reactiom to U.S, /GV;
actlons aralqsb Noxrth Vieﬁtam. Finglly, it wes recommended that the |
President meké the dacision to use "selected and carefully graduated mili-
: tary force egainst North Vietnem" if necessary to improve non-Communist
{ prospects in South Vietnam and Laos. 18/

n
¥
Vietnam and I=2o0s. He was

additional forces Howard

The source documents available to this writd¥ -are nét clear on the .
exact decisions made in response to each of these recommendstions, or -
indeed- on the precise form or context in vwhich the recommendations were
presented. Tt is evident that the proposal to. sesk a Congressional
Resolution. was not Ffavorably received, but as subsequent events indicate .

neither was it rejected oubt-of-hand. t proved very useful in largely the

same Jlanguage Just two months later. Lesé certain are the decisions made

' about the other proposals. Certainly they were not’approved for immedi-
ate Implementation. However, it is not clear whether they were (1) flatly
disapproved, (2) merely postponed, or (3) approved in principle, subject,
.to graduz} implementation. At the Honolulu Conference, where many of the
proposed actions were discussed with U.S. oificials from the theatre, many
practical considerations were aired vhich showed that delayed implementa- .

' tion would be & reasopable course of action. 19/ But such factors would
have provided equslliy vslid reasons for either dec1d1ng against. the pro~ -

- posals or for merely deferring a decisilon until a later, more appropriate
time. The most significant point, for an understanding of .the events and
decisions of the second half of 1964, is that these options remained "on

e
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the shelf" for possible implementation should favorable circumstances - . :
arise. - ° . ]
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THE TONKIN GULF CRISIS

! Several -of the pressurlng measures recommended to the White House
f -+ in May or June were Implemented in conjunction with or in the 1mmed1ate
; aftermath of neval action in the Tonkin Guilf. It is this fact and the
rapidity "1th which these messures were taken that has led eritics to
dovbt some aspects of the public account.of the Tonkin incidents. It is
also this fact, togeuber with later Administretion assessments of the
Tonkin Gulf experience, thet give the incldents grester significance

) than the particular eventis seerad at first to warrant.

THE FIRST INCIDENT

- VWhat happened in the Gulf? As noted earlier, U.S.S. MADDOX eom-
enced the second DE SOTO Patrol on 31 July: On the prior night South

¢ Vietnamese coastal patrol foreces made a midnight attack, 1ncludlng an

emphibious "commsndc" raid, on Eon ke and Hon Nieu Islands, about 199 N.

latitude. At the time of this sttack, U.S.S. HADDOX was 120-130 miles

i way just heaeding into waeters off Torth Vietnam. On 2 -August, having

reached the northernmost point on its patrol track and having headed

i3

South, the destroyer was intercspted oy three Horth Vietnamese patrol
: boats. Apparently, these bosts and a fleet of Junks had moved into the
g arsa near the island to search for the attacking Torce and had mistaken
: Meddox for a Souith Vietnamase escore vessal. (ﬁpproxlmfuely~eleven hours
; ‘ezrlier, while on a northerly headiag, Laddox had altered course to avoid
' the junk concentration shown on her radar; about six hourS’after that --
! now -headed South -~ Haddox had slisred her course 40 the southeast to

s
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avoid the junks a second time.) “hen ke PT boauu bcgﬂﬂ tbelr hlgh—Speﬁd
run.at her, at a-distance of ap
.28 miles from the cozst and hes g larther 1nto 1nuernat10nal watevs.

Two of the boats closed to with 5,000 yards, launching one torpedo each.
As they approached, E§E§O" fired on the beats with her 5-inch batteries
and altered course to avoid the torpedoes; Which were observed passing
the starboard side et a distance of 100 to 200 yards. = The third boat

‘moved up abeam of the destroysr end vook-a direet 5-inch hit; it managed

‘to lawnch a torpedo which failed to run. All three PT boats fired 50- )
caliber machine guns at Maddox as they maqe their firing runs, and a bullet:
fragment was recovered from the destroyer's superstructure. The ettacks
i occurred in m1d~afternoon, and pQOtOgTaphS wern taken of the torpedo boats
as they autacked. 20/ -

or
4
nin

Upow first report of the PT boatO' apparenoly ho tile 3 tent,. four
F-8E aircrafi were leunched fron the ailxcraft carrier Twconderoga, many
,miles to the South, with instructions to provide air cover but not to -
fire unless they or Maddox wers fired upon. As Maddox continued in a '
! southerly direction, Ticondercgals aircraft attacked, the tiwo boats that

hed initiated the action. Both were damaged with Zuni rockets and 20mm
! gunfire. The third boat, struck by the dgstroyer's 5-inch; was already




dgad in the ‘water. -After about eight minutes, the aircraft broke off
J;hgir attacks. "In the meantime, Meddox had been directed by the Tth. |
‘Fleet, Commander to retire from the area to avoid hostile fire., Following
- their attacks.on “the PT's, the aircraft Jjoined Maddox-and escorted her back
toward. South Vietnamese waters where she joined a second destroyer,
o €. Turner Joy. The two ships continued to patrol in intérnationz) waters.
'fﬁgy AppT¥&imately two hours after the action, in earlj evening, reconualssance
v aircrd?t from Ticonderoga located the damaged PT's and obtained two hoto-
graphs. The thlrd hoat was last seen burnlng and. nresumad sunk. 2l

On 3 August a note of protest was dlSpatchad to the Hanoil Governnment,
reportedly through the International Control Cormission for Indo-China.
Directed by the President, the note stressed the unprovoked nature of the
North Vletnamese attqck end closed with the fo11031ng warnlng

i e

"Phe U.S. Goverrtert expects that the authovltﬂes of the
regime in North Vietnem will be under no misapprehension as to
the grave consequencss which would inevitably result from any
further unprovoked oifensive military action against U.S, foreces."

On that same day, measures were taken to increase the sscurily.of the
DE SO0TO Patrol, the‘annvovca schedule of vhich still -h2d two days to run.
At 1325 hours ('.:’a::hin&»,uo“ time) the JCS approved & CIKCPAC request to
 resume the patro1 at a distance of 11 n.m. from the Morth Vietnamese
codst. 28/ Tater in the dsy, President Jonnsoa ennounced that he had -
- epproved & doubling the patrolling force and autherized active defensive
”fmaqsﬁre; on-the part of both the destroyers and their escorting ajrcraft.
.His press stauement included the followying: :

I have iﬁ%uructed the Navy:

: " 1. To continue the patrols in the Gall of Tonkln ‘off the
H C coast of North- Vietnanm.

_ 2; To doﬂble the force by aading an additional destrOJer to
'the one already on patrol.

T3, To provlde a combat air patrol cver the destroyers, and

. To issue orders to the commanders of the coMbat-alrcra¢t
and the. two destroyers; (a) to attack any force which attacks them
in “dnternational Wators, and (b) to attack with the obgectlve not
-only of dr1v1ng off the force but of destroying it. gg/

+ . THE SECOND INCIDEI\?I . : : 3
. i i 3

te the following evening the deutroyers, Maddox and C. Turner JOY, .
‘were involved in a second encounter with hostile patrol boats. ILike the
. first ¢n01dent this occurred following a South Vietnamese attack on North




the count reached 22 torpedoes, a total vhich caused the Commanding

Officer,’ once the engegement had ended,  to question the validity of

. his report and commnnicate‘these doubts tO‘hiS superiorsr :
: "Rev1?v of actlon makes many recorded contacts and

-- .torpedODs fired- appear doubitful. -Freak weather effects and
' overeager gonarman may have accounted for many reports

In addltion €o sona¥ readings, however, the Task Group had also *eported
intercepting comunications from Worth Vietnamese naval craft indicating
that thsy were ihvolved in an attack on U.S. ("enemy") ships and that
they had "sacrificed" two vessels in the engagement. 27/

THE RESPONSE T WASHINGTON -

Sometims prior to . the reported termination of the engsgement, at
0030 hours, 5 August (Tonkin Gulf time), "slert orders" to prepare for
possible reprisal raids wers sent out by naval authorities to Ticonderoga’
and to a second aircraft carrier, Constellation, which started heading
. South from Heng Kong late on 3 AubUSu. Such raids were actually ordered
and carried. cut later in the day. ‘“Defense officials disclosed Zih public
testimony, 9 January 1 687 that, when the first word was recelved of the. "
second.attack 'immediste consideration was given to retalistion.'" That
appérently begen shortly after 0920 hours (JaSbingtbn time), when the-
task group message that & North Vietnemese raval attack was imminent was
first relaysd to Washington. From this time on, amid a sequence of mes-
sagdh describing thé attack, Secretary ifefamera held "a -series of meetings
w1th,[5i chiel eivilian end nilitary aaviser#'concernlnc the engage-
ment and possible U.S.. rata11atory actlors. As he ‘testified before the

-Eﬁlbrzsnt Ccfm_tﬁee

: "o identified and refined various options for a response to
: the attack;, .to be presented Lo the President. Among these- options
was the air strike against the atiacking bosts and their associated
. bases, which option was eventually selected. " As thes options were
~ identified preliminary messages were sent to appropriste operational
. commanders' alerting them to the several n0581b;11t1es g0 that 1nitlal°
planning steps could be updertaken 28 .

) ‘At 1230, the Pre51denu met with the fatAODal Sécurlty Council.
Having just céme-from a brief neeting with the JCS, attended also by .
- Becretary Rusk. snd McGeorge Bundy, Secretary McNamara briefed the NSC.
-on the reported deteils of the attack and the possibilities for. reprisal.
. Shortly thereafter (prestmebly during a working lunch with the President,
- Secretary Rusk’ and Bundy) and after receiving by .telephone the advice of
the JCS, Mclamara and the others recommnended speclflc reprisal actions.
Tt was at this p0¢nt that the President approved "a response consisting
f an air strike on thé PY and SUATOW bOat bases and thelr assoc1ated

facilities." 29/
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. evidence releting to the engagement. Incliuded in this review was the

. Returning Trom this session shortly after 1500, Secretary McMamara,
along with Deputy .Secretary Vance, joined with the JCS to review all the

communications. intelligence Information which the Secretary reported,
-containing Nor:h Vietnsmese reports that (1) their vessels were engaging
“the destroyers, and (2) they had lost two craft in the. fight, In the
meantime; however, messages had been relayed to the Joint Staff 1nd1cat1ng
considerable confusion over the details of .the attack. The DE SOTO Patrol .
Comander’'s nessage, expressing doubts about earlier evidence of a large-
scale torpedo attack, arrived sometime after 1330 hours. Considersbly
later (it was not sent to CIHCPACFLT unbil 1Lh7 EDF), another message .
arrived to the effect that while details of the action were still confusing,
the commander of Task Group T2.l was certain that the ambush was genuine.

He had interviewed the personnel who sighted the boat's cockpit lights
passing near the Maddox, and he had cbtained a report from the ¢. Turner .
Joy that two torpedoes were observed passing nearby. Accordingly, these
reports were discussed by telephone with CINCPAC, and he was instructed

by Becretary licEamara to make a careful check of the evidence and ascertain
vhether thers was any doubt concerning the occurrence of an attack. CINCPAC
called the JCS -at least iwice more, at 1723 and. again at 1807 hours, to state
that he was convinced on the basis of "additional information” that ‘the
attacks had teken plece. 30/ At the time of the earlier call Secretary

- McNemara and the JCS were discussing possible force deployments to follow

any reprisals. On -the occasion OL the first cgll, the Secretary was .at :
the White House atﬁepdlng the day's second HSC meetlng Upon being informed
of CINCPAC's Call, he reporbs - ”
g o '
"I 5poke to the Director of the Joint Staff and asked him
to-make certain thav tne Commsnder in Chief, Pacific was. vllllng
© to state that the atback had taken place, and therefore that he -
was free t0 release the Ebecu.tlvn Order bhacause earlier in the
~ afternoon I'had told him that undsr no circumstances would retali-
-atory action ‘take. place until we were, to use my words, 'damned
sure that the attacks had taken '_place 1o _/” ’ |

At the Eculﬂf of the Kat ioral Securauy Couneil, §r0posais to. deploy
certain inerements of OPLAN 37- -E4 forees to the Jestern Pacific were dis--

" cugsed, and the order to retaliate against Kerth Vietnamess vatrol craft

and their associated facilities was confirm=d. -Following thils meeting,

. at 1845, the Président met with 16 Congressional leaders.from both parties

for a period of 89 minutes. Reportedly ‘he deseribed .the second.incident -

“in the Gulf, explained his decisions to order reprisals; and informed the

“'legislators of. his.intention to request a formal statement of Congressional
- support for- these ‘Gecisions. On the morning follow;ng the meeting, The
‘Washington Post carried a report that none of the Congressional leaders

present.at the meeting:had raised objections to the course of action . LT

- plamed, Their only question, the report stated, "had to do with how
HCOngress could show its agrzement and concern in the crisis. 32/

-




In many ways the attacks on U.S. ships in the Tonkin Gulf provided

the Administration with an opportunity to do.a number- of things that had - [
. been urged on it. Certainly it offered a.politically acceptable way of I
. exerting direct punitive pressure on North Vietnam. In South Vietnam, the . !
U.S. response served to satisfy for a time the grow1ng desire for some 3
action to carry the war to the North. Relative to the election campaign,
© it provided a means of eliminating -any doubts about - President Johnson's

decisiveness thet may have been encouraged by his preferred candidate's

image as the restrained man of peace. The obvious convenience and the ways

in which it was exploited have been at the root of much of the suspicion-
. with which critics of Administration policy have viewed the incident.

The documents availsble to this writer are not conclusive on this
point, but the evidence indicates that the occurrence of a DRV provocation
at this time resulted from events over which the U.S, Goverment exercised
little control. It has been suggested that the incidents were related
in some way Lo pressure coming from the GVF for U.S. action against North
Vietnam. However, the patrol was authorized on or prior to 17 July, and
General Khanh's oft-cited "Go North" appesl wasn't made until 19 July.

The first attack almost certainly was a case of mistaken judgment on the
part of the local Vietnamese commander. His probable association of U,S.S,
Maddox with the South Vieinamese raiding force is-indicated by the circum-
stances preceding the event, the brief duration and chasracter of it, and
the long-delayed (not until 5 August) and rath 2r subdued DRV public com-
ment. Moreover, there is little reason to see anything more than coinci~
dericg in the close conjunction betwesn tha GVI's maritime operations against
the ﬂortn‘V1eorstSe coast and the schaduling of the DE SOT0 Patrol. The
two operations were -scheduled and monitorsd from different authorities
‘and through separate chanrels of communiceation and command. Higher U,.S.
naval ccmmands were informed of the operaztions against the two islands

by COMUSMACV, but the task group commander hsd no knowiedge of where or
when the spscilic opersiions had taken place. As Ssceretary MelManmara.

told Senator iiorse,.In response to charges that U.S. naval forces were -
supporting the GV operation,

"Our ships had ebsolutely no knowledge of it, were not
connected with it; in no sense of the word can be considered
to have backstopned.the effort." ‘ “

I addltlon, tnnre was no reason on the basis of- earlier DE SOTO Patrol
. experience to even suspect that patrol activity might prec1p1tate hdstile
action by Rorth Vietnamn. 33/ ‘

: Althougn the events of the second attack were less clear—cut the
‘evidence does not support beliefs (which have been expressed) that the -~ -.
incident was staged. On the contrary, the evidence leads readily to )
. other explaﬂatlops, which are at least eoually-as plausible."

DRV'motlvatlons for the second attack ere unclear, but several :
possibilities provide rational explanations for a deliberate DRV decision. .
Those given credence at the time -~ that the DRV or China wanted to

10
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S-appeared to lack any consistent relationship with such motives. Perhaps
‘closer to the mark is the narrow purpos€ of prompt retaliation for an

incresse pressures Tor an international. conference or that the DRV
was testing U.S. reactions to a contemplated general offensive ;&/ -
have lost stme credibility. Subsequent events and DRV actions have’

embarrassing and well-publicized rebuff by a much-maligned enemy. Inex-

' perienced in moderr naval operations, DRV leaders may have believed that
- under cover of darkness it would be possible to even the score or to pro-

vide at least a psychological victory by severely damaging a U.S. ship.
Unlike the first incident, the DRV was ready (5 August) with a propaganda
blast denying its- own provocation and c¢laiming the destruction of U.S.
aireraft. Still, regardless of motive, there is little question but that
the attack on the destroyers was deliberate. Having followed the destroyers

. for hours, their course was well known to the North Vietnamese naval force,

and ‘its edvance units were laying ahead to maXe an ambushing beam abtack
fully €0 miles from shore.

The reality of & North Vietnsmese atiack on 4 August has been corro-
borated by bhoth visuzl and techniecal evidence. That it may have been
deliberately provoked by the United States is belied to a considerable
degree by circumstential evidence. Operating restriections for the DE SOTO
Patrol were made more stringent following the first attack. The 11 n.m.,.
rather then 8 n.m., off-shore patrolling track indicetes an intention to

- avoid ~- not provoke -- Further contact. On 4 February the rules of engage-
.ment were modified to restriet "hot pursuit" by-the U.S. ships to no-
‘eloser than 11 n.m. from the North Vietnsmese. cozst; alrcreft were to

pursys no-closer than 3 n.n. §2/ Given the first gtteck, the President's
augméatation of the patrol force wes a normal precaution, particulsrly
since both Ticonderoga and C. Turner Joy were already deployed in the
irmediate vicinity as supporting elements. Moreover, since the augmenta-
tion was coupled with a clear statement of intent to continue the patrols

‘and & firm warning to the DRV that repetition would bring dire conseguences,

their addition.to the patrol cowld be expacted to serve more as a deterrent

“then a. prOvocatlon.=f

The often—allegsd "poised" condition of the U.8. reprisal forces.was

anything but extraordinary. U.S.S. Constellation was vell out of the-.
immediate operating area as the patrol was resumed on 3 August.. In fact,
-one reason for delaying the launching of retsliatory air strikes (nearly

1100 hours, 5 Augusy -- Tonkin .Gulf time) was to permit Constellation to

"approach within reasonable- range of the targets. - Target lists from which to
.make appropriate selections were already availesble as a result of routine
~.contingency plannihg accomplished in June and July. In preparation for

.the resumed DE 'SCTO Patrol of 3-5 August, the patrol track was moved farther

north to make clearer the separation-between it and the 3k-A operations. 33/

. The ways -in Whlch.th° events of the second Tonkin Gulf incident came. about
~glve 1ittle ingication of a deliberate provocation to prov1de opportunity
" for reprlsals ‘

BROADENING TEE IMPACT

There is no question, howtver, that the second ineldent was promptly

Ny explomted by the Admlnlstratlon _ The event was seized upon as an opportunity
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to take several measures that had been recomménded earlier and-which werg. j
‘now seen as useful means of turning an essentially unique and localized

. incident into an event Jlth brozder strategic-impact.. The extent to which
‘the strategle utility of these actions was perceled during the two days
between the incidents is not clear. (Certairly the disposition -of U.85.S5.
‘Constellation does not suggest a picture of intensive preparation for a
planned series of new military and political pressures against North
Vietnam. Moreovar, there is no record in the usual sources of the series
of staff meetings, task assigmments and memoranda that typically accompany
preparatiotis for ccordinated political and military initiatives. What-
ever was contemplated between 2 ard 4 August, the deliberations immediately
preceding the reprisal decilsion seem to have been largely ad hoec, both .
within DOD and among the President's principal advisers.

The most reasonsble explanstion for the actions which accompanied
the reprisals, and for the repidity of their implementetion, is the fact
that each of them hzd besn proposad end staiffed in detail months before.
These "on the shelf” options had been reccmmended unanimously by the
principal officials responsivle for security matters in Southeast Asia.
The fact that they were implement2d in August indicatés that the President
did not disapprove of them, but rather that the domestic and internationzl
political enviromments haed probably been judgsd ina rproprigte earlier in
. the summer. The measurss spparently had Deen considered eitheér too costly
. or too risky (perh,pe politically or pserhsps in teras of comnunwsu reactlons),
ection strategy,
2 o

given the President's elec &nd his policy theme of "max Imuni
Fect with minimws esceletion”. The kind of circimstances cregted by the -

Tonkin Gulf sffair ensbled them to be carried out at 1dwer cost end with

less risk. The prompitnsss with which these actions were to be taken now

is pernaps as much a direct result of the President’s well-known polltlcal
astuteness a&nd keen sense of timing as-eny other 51ngle faCuor. ‘

One of the first scticns taken was tc deploy addltlonal .S, mlll-
_tary forces to the Western Pacific This was.done in part as a measure
to deter ‘any hostile responses by h“n01 or Peking to the- reprisal raids.
Tt also enabled msking a stronger signal of U.S. resolve to defend its
. interests throughout Southeast Asia, as recormended. at the end of May.
"Orders directing the deployment of selected 37~ ~El forces and the alerting .
of others were digpetched from the Pentagon shortly after the President’s:
meeting vitn CongreSSﬂonal leaders .on. the eVening of & August. Shortly
. atter madnlgnu, on 5 August and sgain later in the day, Secretary McNamara:
announced the specific measures by which U.S. military capsbilities around .
Southeast Asia weve ‘being augmented L R
"miret, an at ack cqrrie* group ha: beﬂn transferred fram
the First Fieet on the Pacific coazst to the Western Pacific.
Secondly, interceptor end fighter bomber aireraft have been
moved inte South Vietnam. Thirdly, fighter bomber aireraft have
' been moved into Thailand. Fourthly, interceptor and fighter
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bomber squadrons have been transferred from the Urited States

into advance bzses in the Pacific. Fifthly, an entisubmarine

task force group has been moved into the South China Sea. 31/
T t is sign_flcant, re1a ive .to the broader purpose -of the deploy-
ments, that few of these additional units were removed from the Western
Pacific when the immediate crisis subsided. In late Seplernber the fourth
attack dircraft carrier was suthorized to resume jts normal statuion in
the Esstern Pacific as soon as the regularly assigned carrier completed
repairs. The other forces remained in the vicinity of their August deploy-
ment. 38/ -

Other actions teken by the Administration in the wake of Tonkin
Gulf were invended to communicate to various andiences the depth and
sincerity of the U.S. commitment. On the evening of & August, in con-’

Juncticn with his testing of Congressionel opinion regarding reprisal
action, President Jchnson disclosed his intention to request a resoluiion

"in support of U.S. Southesast Asian policy. This he did through a Fformal

message to both houses on 5 August. Concurrently, identical draft
resolutions, the language of which had been prepared by executlve agencies,
were introduced in the Senaste by J. William Fulbright (D., Ark.) and in
the House by Thomss E. Morgan (D., Pa.) and co-sponsored by bi-partisan
leadership. 39/ - Discussed in committee on 6 August, in response to
testimony by la"alng Adrinistration officizlsg, the resolauion vas passed
the following Gay -- Dy votes of 88 to 2 in the Senate and 416 to 0 in

the Fouse Zé;b c/. :

Dsspite the nearly unanimous votes of support for the Resolution,
Congrassional opinions veried as to the policy implications and the
meaning of such support. The central beliefl seemed to be that the
occasion necesSitated demonstrating the nation's unity and collective
will in surport of the President's actior and affirming U.S. determination
to opposes further szgression. Howsver, béyond that theme, there was a
considerable variety of opinion. For example, in the House, expressions
of support varied. from Congressman Iaird's argument, that while the
retaliation in the CGulf was appropriate such zctions still left a policy
to be developed with respect tTo the land war in Souvthesst Asia, to the -
more reticent viewpoint of Congressman Alger. The latter characterized

" his support as being primarily for purposes of showing unity and ‘expressed

concern over the danger of being dragged into wax by "other nations -

_seeking our help." Several spokesmen stressed that the Resolution did

not constitute & declaration of war, did not abdicate Congressional
responsibility for determining nationel policy commitments, and did not
give the President carte blanche to involve the nation-in a major A51an ]
var. 4o/ . _ .

Similar expressions were voiced in the senior chamber. TFor exémple;

. Genator Nelson sought assurances that the Resolution would not be exploited

to commit the United States further in the direction of a large land war
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,in Asia without an expression of specific Cong*essional approval In
response, Senator Fuloright stated that he did not believe that the Resolu-~ .
. tion:changed in any way the Administration's concept of keeping the

conflict in Vietnsm as limited a&s possible. He identified the purposes

of the Resolution as being only (1) "to make it clear that the Congress

- . approves the action taken by the President to meet the attack on U.S.

- forces...." and (2) to declare support for the resolute policy enunciated
by the President in order to prevent further aggression, or to retallate
with suitable measures should such aggression tske place.” hl/ " llowever,
in subsequent discussion it was made clear that preventing or retaliating
against further aggression was interpreted rather broadly at the time:

“(Mr. Cooper) ...are we now giving the President advance
authority to take whatever action he may deem necessary res~’
pecting South Vietnem and its.defense, or with respect to the
defense of any other country included in tne‘[—EA”O7 treaty?

"(Mr.umlbrivht) T think ‘that is correct.

"(Mr. Coope“) Then, looking ahead, if the President
decided that it was nscesssary to use such force as could lead
into war, we will give that authority by ithis resolution?

“ "(Mr. Fulbright) Thet is the way I wopld inmterpret it.

If a situation later developed in which we thought the approval
should be withdrawn it could be withdrawn oy concur“enu resolu-
#ioni" L2/

-~ The Congressio nal Resolution had several intended auvdiences. First,
it was aimed at the cormunisi povers who might not believe the President
wouwld risk legislstive debate over strong military actions in an election

year. Sscond, it was intended to reassure our allies, particularly in-
Asia, who might doubt the gbility of the President to rally the necessary
public resolve shonld stronger military measures be neseded. Finally it
‘was directed at the U.S. public, whose appreciasbion. of national interests
" in Southeast Asia might be strengbhened through observation of ccubined
‘executlvefleglslatlve and bipartisan political supnort h3/

_The United Nstions was the target of a separate statement, on

5 August, as Ambassedor Stevenson described the events in the Gulf for .

menbers of the. Security Council snd specifically related the DRV provoca-
" tion to the wider campaign of terror and infiltration occurring in South
.- Vietnam end Iaos. 44/ This address was designed to esteblish the

legitlmacy of cir -@etions in the Gulf under provisions. of the UN Charter

and to reaffirm tihat U.S. policy: in Southeast Asia had 1limited sims and -

&ssbased on’ upholdlng provisions ' of existing 1nternatlonal agreements.

The thlrd cuzmunlcatlon was directed spec1flcally to Hanoi, on
10 Avgust, through the Canadian I.C.C. representative and was intended
~to ‘strengthen the warning which he conveyed on his initial visit. In
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_addition t0 repveating points made earlier, Seaborn's second message
conveyed the U.S. Govermment’s uncertainty over DRV intentions in. .
the 4 August attack and explained that subsequent U.8. deployments of g

 additional airpower to South Vietnam and Thailand were “precautionary.”

- In addition, tlie new message stressed: (1) that the Tonkin Gulf events .

.. Qemonstrated that "U.S. public and official. patiehce” was. wearing thin;- (2)
- that the Congressional Resolution reaffirmed U.S. determination "to con- .

- timue to oppose fimly, by all necessary means, DRV efforts to subvert
and conguer South Vietnam and Iaos"; and (3) that "if the DRV persists.
in. 1ts present course, it can expect to suffer the consequences.“ hS

af " Thus, in the immediate aftermath of the provocatlon handed the U S
Government in the Tonkin Gulf, the Administration was able to carry out-
most of the actions recommended by its principal officials early in the .
summer. By the same token, it was reducing the number of unused measures, .
short of direct military action that had been conceived as availeble for e
‘exerting effective pressure on the DRV. In effect, as it made its com-

_ mitments in Southeast Asia clearer it also deepened them, and in the

' process it denied itself access to some of the uncommitting options which
It had percelved earlier as offering policy flexibility. h6/ Meanwhile,
other events were also having the effect of denying 0pt10ns which had-

been c0n51dered useiul alternatlves to strikes against the North.h
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POST-TONKIN POLICY ASSESEMENTS

- The Tonkin Gulf incidents were important not only because of

what -they enabled the United States to do in response -- but also
because of the way what was done begesn to be regarded by policy-
makers. The fact that U.S., forces had responded to hostile acts by
making direct attacks on North Vietnam, albeit limited ones under
unique circumstances, had rather significant impacts on the Adminis-
tration's policy judgments. Thesde impecis appesrzd as it became
increasingly evident that the United States actually had fewer options
than it once believed available.

DILEMMAS IN T.AOS

One of the sreas where the Administration first saw. its freedom
of action being impaired was Laos.

. Prior to the events in Tonﬁln Gulf, the situation in Iaos had
become incressingly complex, thus making U.5. policy choices increasingly

" delicate. Since the end of May, U.S. hopes for g stabilized Iaos had

been based largsly on a Polish proposal to convene a prelimipery con-
Terence among six nations. hT/ Particularly premising was the Soviet
Union's willingness to sunport the proposzl. Toward the end of June,

as the Taotian government warned of the imuirent threat of a major
communist offensive near Muong Soui, the Soviet Union asked Great
Britain {o postponﬂ efforss toward such a conference, and the Poles
seemed to back away from their original initiztive. On 25 July the
Soviet Union announced her retuwrn to the. l+—rﬂ::on formula, and threatened
to resign her co-chairman role if a conference were not called. LS/ The
Soviet threat to withdraw from the internationel machinery that is basic
to the neutralist Iaotian government's claim to legitimacy was a matter
of considerable mutual concern in Vientiane &nd Washington. h9/

One of the mMJov reasons for U S. support of the Polish 6-Nation’
prellmlnary conference was its value in forestelling pressure for & )
Geneva-type meeting. It was ‘hoped -that such & conference could be.pro- . ..
longed well into the . airbumn to give the political  end mllitary situation
~in South Viétnam time to be: improved, and to build & more favorable.
polxtlcal climate for an eventual li-Netion conference on Iaos. The
.latter ‘could be accomplished, it was hoped, by: (1) demonstrating. the
extent of commmist responsibildty for Iaotizn instebility; (2) getting
the I.C.C. to function more effectively; (3) strengthening internatlonal
~«backing for Souvanna's position; and (4) thereby ocbtaining support for o
his insisternce on Pathet ILao withdrawal from the Plaine des. Jarres as a .
precondition for a new CGeneva settlement. 29/ Insofar as lacs was
concerned, the United States recognized that a ney conference vas prdbably
desirable, as long as it did not occur too scon. However, it also recog-

‘nized the suspicion with which the GVN would regard any kind of negotiations




'~ over Southeast Asia and the likelihood that bacx-éorridor"&iscussions:;‘N

of the Vietnamese problem would be an almost 1n°vitable by~product. -
" In time such a proceaure might be useful, but for the balance of 196k

it was to be evoided in ordesr to promote GVIT stability and encourage
a more vigorous. GVN var effort. 51/

The pressure for a Geneva~type conference .hed been building ever.
since the reswmption of fighting in Iaos in May. The chief protagonist
4n the quest for negotiations was France, who fl*st proposed reconvening
the 1%-Nation Confer=znce to deal with the crisis on 20 May. What made
French policy so dangerous to U.S. interests, however, was that its
interest in a Gzneva solution applied to Vietnem as well. On 12 June,
DeGaulle publicly repeated his neutralization theme for all Indo-China
and called for an end to all Fforeign intervention there; on 23 July he

proposed reconvening the 1954 Geneva Conference to deal with the prdblems

of Vietnam.

The Soviet Union's return to the 14-Nation formula in July (it

had endorsed the originzl French proposal Defore'indicating willingness
to support the 6-Nation approsch) indicated solidarity in the communist
camp. The 'call was endorsed by North Vietrnam on the following day. .
Communist Ching first announced support for a 1k-Hation Conference (on
Iaos) on 9 June, repeating this throug h notes Lo thn co~-chaimman calling
- on the 13th for an "emergesncy nmeeting." On 2 August, the Chinese urged
_-the USSR not to carry out its thrsat to @bandorw its co-chalrman role,.”

) apparently viewing such a de*elOnﬁﬂnt as Jeonardizing the possibilltles
for %.Geneva settlemant. 52,

, Great Britain alsb urged the Russians to stay on,. and during the
Jast days of July. it .attempted {0 make arrangemants in Moscow to con-’
verie a 1lh-Nation assambly on Izos. -The negotiations failed because _
Britian insisted on Souvanne's prerequisite that the communists withdraw -
from positions taken in May and was.unable to gain Soviet acquiescence.

" ‘However, U.S.-leaders were awvare.that Britain's .support on this point -

could not be ¢ounted on.indefinitely in the face of increasing pressure
in the direction of Gnneva. 53/

'In the meantlme, hOJever, Laotlan military efzorts to counter the
.communlst threat.to key routes and control points west of the. Plsine °
des- Jarres were_showing great success. As-a result of & counteroffen51Ve
(Operation Triangle), govérmment forces gained comtrol of a considerabile.

‘amount of territory that gave promise of assuring. access betweén the - .

- . two-capitals (Vienuiane and Imang Prabanb) fov the-first time in three
; years. sh/ -

. In effect, “the government s newly won control -of terrltory and )
commnication routes in-Central Laos created & nevw and more fayorable
balance of .power in that counfry, which. in the perceptions of the Admin-
istration should not be jeopardized: A threat to this balance from .-
either (1) communist reactions to additional pressure, or (2) Isotisn - °
1nsistenca on ‘extending their offensive into the Plaine des. Jarres,was.f

clted to dlscourage proposals near the end of July to permit the VNAF to -

- .
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bomb infiltration routes in the Iaotlan Panhandle.,SS/ This "don't
rock the boat" policy was given addied encouragement when, on 1 August,
Great Britain initiated a prcmls_pg effort toward a new diplomatic:
solution. Acting on Souvanne Phourma's request the British government
urged the I.C.C. members to arrangs a meeting among.the three Iaotian.
political factions. 56/

Concern . over not provoking a communist military escalation that
would upset the relatively stebilized situation in I=2os figured promi-
nently in a tentative amalysis of U.S. strategy for Southeast Asia made é;f
and circulated for comment by the State Department in mid-August. Tt
had a significant impact on {he Administratiocn's assessment of its options
in the post-Tonxin period. Among other effects, this concern caused it
to withhold for several weeks its approval of continuing proposals for
air. and ground initistives in the Fanhandie as means to Improve the
situation in South Vietnan. T/ ‘
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COBCERN OVER PRESSURES FOR NEGOTIATIONS

One of the Tonkin Gulf -impzcts which was perceived within the
Administration served to exacerbate its policy dilemmas regarding laos.
Administration officials wsre apprehensive that the international crisis
precipitated by ineidents in the GuUIT might intensify the kind of Geneva
conference pressures gens csted previously. 59/ Administrgtion concern
vas apparently well founded. m 5 August UH Secretary Geoneral U Thant
stated that the 14- Latlop as
Tonkin Guli debate vhen being
had earlier urged reconvenin
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=ubly should be recomvened to deal with the
urged on the UM Security Council:™ (He
the 195“ Conference to negotiate a Vietnam
settlement.) Two days lat durirz the debate, the French delegation
urged the calling of a confe ranc for the pacification of 811 of Indo-
China. Reporis appearsd on 10 August that the Chinese People's Daily
publishzd an editorial arguing uﬂ&t a Geneva settlement was the only

_effective way to solve tqa p*”UlE“ of South Vietnam. On the 19th, in

a note rejecting potential UN 3ecurity Council findings regarding
respOHSlblllty for the Won:1” G:lf incidents, North Vietnam dec1ared
its 1n51stence on a -Geneva ccnlerence, 59/

Such was the Aamﬁnlsu_mulcn 5 concern in the. irmediate aftermath
of the crisis, that it contemplated a diplomatic initiative relating +to
laos that was designed to counterasct the expected pressure. Reflecting
a point of view reportedly also becoming attractive to Souvanna  Phouma,

no longer insist on Pathet Lao withdravsl from the Plaine des Jarres as

“the ‘State Department sought reections to a policy direction. that would " l

precondition to an international conferenc The gains recently
achieved through "Operation Trlangle Were so 51gn1f1cant it reasone&,
that .they more than offset communist control of the Plaine. And it was
clear that any negotiations by which a communist withdrawal might be B
arranged would include reciprocal demands for the government to relinguish

“its recently won gains. 60/‘ Moreover, passage of the Congressional

Resolution and the strong DRV naval atbacks had accomplished the exact
kind of actions believed to be necessary earlier to demonstrate U.S.




