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IV - Time of Decision: November 1963-March 1965.

Background:
Under Diem's successors, political stability became manifestly a

transitory state of affairs as ensuing goveruments stumbled from omne
crisias to another; it was equally clear that the regime was making no
lasting progress against the Communists even though US support
increagsed and the fighting grew more intemnse a#d widespread. What was
not so clear was the extent to which the situation T&S deteriorating,
or ﬁﬁe reasons for this trend. Nor was the US able to fina effective
formulas to strengthen the government, or to wake its own military
action againgt the VC more effective without diminishing South Vietna-
mege Initiative.

During this period, US government opinion shifted drastically from
optimism over progress to pessimism over progpects under the existing
ground rules of the war. Anx{eties were compounded for the US at the
outset when it becare evident that, as INR had consistently warned, the
informaticn furnished by the Dlem government and on :bich the US had
based its policy, had been inaccurate and misleading. Between December
1963 and May 1964, Secretary HcNamara made three fact-finding trips to
asgess the gituwation. 1In the chaotic political situation, US support
became more than ever clearly indispensable to the survival of the GVN;
for some time 1t even became more particularly identified in the public

view with the political survival of Khanh.

1. See, for example, Section II above, note 6, and especially note 1l1.




As joint US/GVR military efforts within South Vietnsm produced no
signs of sustained progress, attention turned imcressingly toward
Rorthern leadership and support for the Communist insurgency and con-
sideration of means to curtail it. In March 1964, Secretary McKamara
recommended against bombing the North for the time being, but ordered
that stepa be taken to make possible the launching of a program of air
strikes on 30 days notice. Subsequently, studies were made of the
probable results of air sction and reactions to it. As we later
learned, Hanoi probably had decided in the spring of 1964 to send its
own forces into the South, The first units af?ive& in the late fall of
1964; 4t §:8 March 1965 before this move became evident to us.

Meanwhile, an expansion of the theater of overt operations was
occurring in response to events outside of South Vietnam., In late Hay
1964, Pathet L2o advances in Laos produced a r;queat from Souvanna Phouma
for US reconnaissance flights over the Plaine des Jarres; after two air-
craft had been downed by ground fire, the US flev a retaliatory strike
against enexy batteries and authorized subsequent flights to retmrn fire.

In addition, intelligence collection against North Vietnsam was intensi-

fied, | ) &1\

These

actions, in parallel with calculated warnings reported in the press,
were designed to be “gignals" foreshadowing to Hanol more dire actions

ghould North Vietnam refuse to dexpen the Lao and South Vietnamese coa-
flicts. In early August, after two engagements between North Vietnamese
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torpedo boats and US naval vessels in the Gulf of Tonkin, the US made
a retaliatory airstrike against naval facilities in North Vietna=x.
Following the reprisal, the US Congress approved a resolution empower-
ing the President '"to take all necessary measures...to prevent further
aggregsion."

During this period, the US did not seek a negotiated settlement;
indeed, it made efforts to avoid any negotiatioms which might involve
South Vietnam even indirectly. Thus, the US rejected Polish and French
propesals during Hay 1964 for negotiations over the Laotian situation.

In February 1965, a series of spectacular Communist attacke against’
US installations im South Vietnam coincided with a period of political
chaos in Saigon. The US responded with two joint US/RVHAF retali;£ory
strikes against the North on February 7 and 8; and on March 2, the US
lamched a program of limited—but continuous and graduated—airstrikes

on the DRV which, according to a NHew York Times backgrownder of ¥arch 1,

vas intended to bring about a negotiated settlement,.

"Whether 'tis better...."

The rationale for US airstrikes against the North evolved steadily
during this phase. At first, concerned becauge it was impossible to geal
the border of South Vietnam by ground action, the US considered strikes
along transportation and communications links in southern Rorth Vietnam
and the major passes from Laos as a possible, partial alternative method
of stemming Communist infiltration. The Intelligence Community quickly

agreed, however, that the political disadvantages of this course would
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far outweigh aﬁj military gain as long as the Viet Cong continued to
be so largely self-sufficient and the fighting remained at the prevail-
ing level.

The question was then raised whether US strikes againat targets
in the DRV, which would not only cause damage but also demonstrate US
determination to prevent a Communist victory in South Vietnam, would
persuade Hanoi to call off the insurgents or at least to reduce its
support for the war and so bring 1t to a level ‘manageable for the
South Vietnamege.  There was general agreement in the Intelligence Com~ -
munity that this program would not persuade Hanol to stop the war, but
most members other than E§§_529¥%3E3E§3°i might reduce ité support to
gain a regpite. There v;shélao, however, a general buot ugually unétated
skepticism about South Vietnam's ability to manage the insurgency at
whatever level it might remain. Agreement over likely Communist responses
to any ;ombinatioa of US actions was rare; nor was there any counsensus
over the results of merely ralsing the threat of possible airstrikes.
It is ironic that, while the issue over bombing was argued in terms of
North Vietnam's role in thg South, no one though; of it as a reaction
to escalation by Hanoil itself, because no ome yet knew that the N;rth
Vietnamese had already decided to introduce their own combat units into
the South.

The political turmoil after Diem was overthrown suggested the argu-

ments that US strikes against the North might for ome thing provide

evidence enough of US éupport to bolster a wobbly govermment, and might




even galvanize the South Vietnamese into the unified military effort

the US had been wanting from the outset. But the Intelligence Coununity
estimated that an initial elation in the South would turn to disillusion-—
went should airstrikes not quickly bring the war to an end. In March
1964, Secretary McNamara rejected a justification of US bombing of the
North in terms of its favorable political effects in Saigon. A year
later, however, in view of the umcertain situatiom in SYN, a White House
memorandum of February 7, 1965, again raised the proposal as a measure

of last resort. The paper estimated that the chances wight be anywhere
between 25-75I that the proposed strikes would produce satisfactory
results either in the South or the Rorth.

Moving on from these marginal prospects, the White House uemoéandux
elaborated a fourth rationale, arguing that, if the Communists should
succeed Iin the face of US airstrikesz, the general results to the US of
failure in Vietnam would altogether overshadow the particular loss of
prestige from failure of the bombing. MHore positively the memo suggested
that direct US action againat the North would regolve the fears of other
Asian allies-—mnotably thé Thaig-—that the US'wns unwilling to underwrite
an ultimate guarantee against new Cosmmumist advances in Asia. This fourth
rationale, whick was in direct conflict with the conclusion of a May 1964

2

SNIE, appears to have trumped the argumentation against a decision to

bomb the North.

2. See below, note 43.




Summary:
The umstable political situation in Saigon held the center of

attentlion during thig period, though by no means to the neglect of the
discouraging course of the war—-and the extent and nature of Hamoi's
allitary ¢ffor§, These problems in turn inteusified debate over a
policy of bombing the North and thus stimulated a flow of intelligence
appraisals as to the likely effects agd congequences of such a policy.

The fall of Diem raised new issues for political intelligence
within the perennial framework of stability and war effort. INR judged
that the VC had made considereble gaing during the last six months of
1963, but held that the trend was in no sense irreversible, It felt
that the new Minh-Tho government was making an adequate response and that
the keys to progress vere unity at the top, a Trestructuring of adminisg-
trative machinery, and a full war effort. In this, it was more
optimistic than other elements in the Intelligence Community and, con-—
versely, was less impressed by the Khanh regime that soon overthrew Minh.
INR judged Xhanh to be self-serving and not very competent, lacking
political support and even much following within the military; INR con; '
sidered Minh preferable in all respects a8 a leader.

The politiés of the turbulent Khanh periocd, as INR viewed them,
hinged upon a tension between two key factors—-Khanh's desire to perpetuate
his power and his need (dua to US pressure and his own weak base in the
government) to include new political elements in the system. The conse-

quence was a growth of factionalism in military as well as religious and
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political circles, vhich increased the original points of tension. His

own moves against political leaders, INR moted, both hurt the US position

in Vietnam and further weakemned hi; hoigwéﬁ power., The ead of the Khanh
era, in INR's judgment, revealed the advantages that might result frow

a -ili:;;;:;;;;;;;;?vorking relationship, although the elements within
each component placed their own goals above the need for political
stability. In fact, INR viewed South Vietnam as being in the widat of a
genuine nou-Communist socio—pqlitical revolution, after a long period of
repression, with the contest for power broadening out beyond the official
coamunity.

In judging the var effort, INR, having already discounted Diem's
statistics, was not shocked as much 28 others by discovering their falsity,
and hence did not adopt as pessimistic an outlook. Statistics on the
war were, in fact, improving, but those related to external suppoTt were
in dire need of standardization, as shown by conflicting reports from a
variety of military agencies.

At the beginning of the period, INR held that an upserge in VC activity
reflected accumulated strength and not a sudden rise in infiltration.

Toward the end of the year, it agreed with other agencies that infiltration-
for 1964 vas above that of the previous year, though still below the 1962
level. When the South Vietnamese raised the claim in the early summer of
¥964 that native NKorth Vietnamese units were infiltrating, IHR judged the

claim unlikely to be true since the action would provide the US with an

opportunity to widen the war. It also felt that Khanh was stregsing
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this igsue to-strengthcn his domestic positienm. Towafd the end of the
year and in January 1965, as evidence of a North Vietnamese build-up in
gsouth—-central Laos mounted, INR and the Intelligence Commumity continued
to thipnk it unlikely that Hanoi would choose to alter drastically the
character of the war by sending regular NVA units to fight inm the South.
INR, however, estimated that Hanol would probably do so if the United
States began a bombing program against the North. In mid-February, as
the decision to bomb was being made, there still was no sqfficient
evidence to show that regular North Vietnamese combat units vere hiready
in.South Vietnam.

Noting that the Comaunists had stopped calling for ncﬁtrllizing
South Vietnam, INR suggested that they would return to the proposal only
when they were Yéry weak or so strong that 1t could ease the waxy to their
taking over. Low-level hints of North Vietnsmesze flexibility and interest
in contacts were reported by INR, but it found the evidence ingufficient
to indicate whether this activity reflected a willingness to comsider
talks serioualy or was simply a desire to ward off escalation without
giving much in return.

The issue of bombing the North occupied attention more snd more as
the period wore on. From the outset,_IﬁR estimated that North Vietnam
had control enough of the situation to call off the war but was most
unwilling to do so, and that it would not do 8o under pressure of bombing

attacks. Reasoning frow evidence of North Vietnamese preparations both

for resisting direct US attack and for increasing support of the war in




the South, INR felt that Hanoi was determined to persevere in the face
of threatemed or actual US a;tion. Together, however, with its appreci- .
ation of Hanoi's hardline position on this score, INR shared the belief
of the Intelligence Community that Hanoi would avoid actions which might
give Washington the excuse to strike the Worth. Thus, INR was surprised
by Hanoi's provocative behavior dufing the Tonkin Gulf crisis; the most
plausible explanation seemed to be that Hanoi was determined not to be
faced down by what in its eyes were American threats. INR judged that
any counteraction by North Vietnam would be to intensifyighe war in the
South; this view accorded v;th earlier judgments that Hanoi would respond
to bombing not with a qualitatively different policy but rather by

heightening support for VC opérations.

Throughout this period, INR differed from the majority of the Intelli-
gence Community om fwo important ideas. First, it consistently held that
Hanol was more likely to react aggressively, intensify the war in the
South, and even send 1ts own forces South, than to make concessions sc as
to gain a respite from the bombings., Although few estimators elsewhere in
the Cowmunity thought that Hanoi would make very significant or lasting
concessions, most felt that Hanoi was more likcly to moderate the tempo
of the war and direct effort inte diplematic channels than to escalate
the conflict. Secondly, INR disagreed over the strength and nature of
Chinese ré;ctiouz to US air attacks on North Vietnam; generally, in con-
sidering possible US courses of action, and particularly moderate to

intense attacks against the North, INR argued that the Chinese were wmore
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likely to enter the war #nd in greater numbers than other sgencies
estimated. Most estimates agreed that significant attacks would bring
in some Chinese ground forces and that heavy air assaults "might" bring
in Chinese air power, but INR argued that heavy attacks "would" evoke
Chinese air participation and that even moderately intense air attacks
might do so.

In its own analyses, INR followed closely the verbal escalation in
Chinesa threats which it felt were geared to wmatch those of the BS;
it judged that their threats reflected a general commitment by the Chinesge
to assist North Vietnam. It estimated that Cizina would supply aircraft
and antiaircraft weapons in the wake of the Tonkin GCulf crisis and, wheg
it did, noted other evidence of Sino-North Vietnamese military cooperation.
For the remainder of thia period, INR interpreted Peking's warnings and
covert acts of military-political preparation to indicate that China was
ready to parﬁicipate in the war in the contingency that the US escalated

rapidly and broadly.

The Hinthho Government: Kovember 1963-January 1964

The M{nh-Tho government enjoyéd a period of initial popularity and
geeaing pélitical stability as it set about dismantling the Diem regime
and consolidating its own position. Cowmunist attacks during the firat
month after the November coup rose substantially, imparting to the indicea

a trend even more unfavorable to the GVN than they had shown during the —._

last months of the Diem regime. By the beginning of December, bowever, T

Communist activities subsided and the GVN .had increased operations




sufficiently to suggest more fxvorable trends. By December, thercforc;
IHR felt that the immediate question was less one of stabilizing a
deteriorating security situation than of the regime's establishing
rapidly an effective political structure and sustaining progress in the
war over an extended period of time.
INR reviewed thi:.aituatiou on December 20, 1963, and concluded

that the recent Viet Cong offensive "reflects the still undiminished

° capabiiity of the Communists to riise the level of their operations.”

Although in the past half year the Viet Cong had made an over-all gain,

it was still too early to evaluate its extent; etatistics on the strategic
hawlets were incomplate or contradictory, and 1t was difficult to Judge
the extent of damage by the Viet Cong, and how far the unfavorable trend
of the hamlet program reflected the difference between Diem's nisinforma-
tion and more-resalistic appraisals by the new government. The INR paper

declared:

On balance,...we do not believe that the gituation is
irreversible. While Viet Cong military capabilities have
not diminished, neither have the govermment's. HKoreover,
the demoustrated ability of the government to increase itx
Tespouse to the Viet Cong...hold[s] considerable prowise
that the wmiliter; progress registered zgainst the insur-
gents prior to mid-1963 will be restored and surpassed
-++.Much will depend on the ability of the military
leadership to subordinate political and personal differ-
ences, to act with despatch in completing the new frame—
work of government, and to reaturn full-time to wansging
the war effort.3

3. See IV-1: RYE-102, “Trends in the War Effort im South Vietnem,"
‘Becember 20, 1963, . ;- v .
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On January 27, Secretary McNamara told the

Houge Arwed Services Counittec that the situation remained grave, but
that “the survival of an independent govermment in South Vietnaa is so
important to the security of Southeast Asia and to the free world that
I can conceive of no alternative other fhan to taka‘all‘neccsccry
messures within our gapability to prevent a Cosaumist victory.” TIvo
days later, a -ilithry coup led by General Hguyen Khanh removed Minh

from power in Saigon.

h Biding a2 Loser: General Xhanh's Beign, January 1964 to February 1965

On the day of the coup, IKR discussed how wvalid were the concernsa
Khanh professed over ¥inh's faflure to restore the momentum of the
counterinsurgency effort, and over the possibility that the Minh govern-~
went might geek a negotiated gettlement with Ha;oi.s IKR found no
evidence to support Khanh's allegation that the Minh govermment was cou-
sidering a bilateral settlement with the Korth. It judged that Khamh
acted from little else than personal ambitioca, and, in sny case, IXR comn-

sidered that Minh would have been more likely to foster wmilitary and

political progreas in SVN. Events partislly justified this assessment;
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Khanh failed to restore political stability, let alone the momentum of

the war, and could not prove charges of neutralism against the Dalat
6
generals.

Under Khanh, while the military situation failed to improve, the
political situation ;nce more got out of hand. Where Minh had attempted
Lo Iorm a governzc;n vi techniclans, Thanh (with US predding) tried to
include political elements as well. The result was that factionalism
increased, not only within military circles, where Khanh was unable to
muster the - -~-~ ¥ -~% bed ~aioyed, Eut also amoug civilian elements,
”yhere cleavage now grew along politicai as well as religious and regional
lines. Toward US policy his relationship was contradictory. On the one
hand, the US cosmitted itself deeply to Khanh's political survival, and
he did mske efforts to re;pond to-Ué féquifemants for military performance;
on the other hand, in doing so he relied increasingly on controls which
ran head—on into other efforts which the US was backing to widen the
political base of the GVN. And to the extent that Khanh eased controls,
he permitted the outbreak of local and national political struggles, in
part inherited from Diem's repression and in part reflecting Khanh's lack
of stature, in any case disruptive of the war effort.

When in April 1964 student demonstrations broke out in Hue, INR
warned that these elements could rally a mew wave of dissidence.7 In

August, INR believed that the resumption of demonstrations in Hue

6. MM~RFE-64~132, "Implication of the Trial and Punishment of the
Vietnamese Generals,' June 5, 1964 ‘

7. RFE-23, "The Hue University Incident--Symptom of Deeper Problems,”
April 23, 1964
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confronted Khanh with "his most serious challenge to power;“ to which
compromise might not praove an effective respoﬁse.8 Further, the anti-
American sentiment evident in the demonstrations “may actually reflect
dissatisfaction with US support of Khanh" rather ghan with U5 support
for the war effort.9 ) |

Although Khanh's restrained respomse to the demonstrations
probably averted wider violence, his fragmented govermment—a triumyirate
of generals—-was unlikely to last for long. INMR v;bté on August 28 that
Minh still retained support within the armed forces "and virtéally every
sector of the Vietnamese society. Therefore, Minh would appesr to occupy
more of a popular base for national leadership than any other personality
in South Vietnam today." 1 During the next two weeks, the triumvirate
was dissolved, Minh was elected Chairmsm of the pew Provisional Steering
Committee (despite US support for Yhanh), and the Dalat generals who had
supportéd Minh were released and returned to active duty.

Oue of the causes of the crisis, INR believed, had been Xhanh's cum—

paign to digscredit and neatralirze Minh: "Khanh clearly underestimated

8. INR's output during the first half of this period was limited while
its senior analyst for South Vietnam was detailed to the office
of the Secretary's Special Assistant for Vietnam, Pebruary to
July 1964

9. See IV-2: IKN, hNature of the Current Student-Buddhist Demonstra—
tions in South Vietnam,"™ August 24, 1964

10. See IV-3: 1IN, “Situation and Immediate Outlook in South Viatnam,"
August 28, 1964



Hinh's public appeal and overestimated his own'; however, INR's
further belief that Khanh had 'apparently recognized that Minh's con-—
finuing leadership role is essential to [his] own survival"ll did
not hold up: within days, Khanh forced Hinh into exile in Bangkok.
With Minh gone, INR bellieved that Khach's posgition would become

increasingly shaky. As doubts grew whether anyome in South Vietnam

could provide the leadership for a successful counterinsurgency

-effort, an attempt was made to install a civilian government. A

proto-legislative body named the High National Cowmcil was appointed
on Septﬁaber 26, 1964, which elected Pham Khac Suu as Chief of State
on October 24. Suu in turn chose Tran Van Huong as Premier. When

the Huong cabinet was faced with a similar round of disorders, IXKR
noted that denouztraciﬁns had become contests for the representation
of conflicting intéreats rather than protests against specific goverm-
ment controls or acts. KNow, even with the support of the military and
the High Natfoual Council, political stability could not be restored
“"unless the competing forces feel some confidence that the composition
of the cabinet reflects their own interests aud aspirationms. Given
such confidence, it is possible that Huong could survive as the leader
of a recounstituted cabinet. Without it, there is little hope that any
guccessor government, civilian or military, could maintain effective

12
power for long."

11. See IV-4: IN, “General Minh Returns as Chief of State in South
Vietnam," Aogust 28, 1964

12. See IV-5: IN, "Political Crisis in Saigon," November 27, 1964
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In any case, INR believed the evidence "clearly indicates that .
.his (Khanh's] support [for the Huong governmant] is not firu;"13 vhen
Khanh proved these fears to be justified by dissolving the Coancil on
December 19, 1964, despite strong US support for a civilian government,
INR predicted that the move could have "very dangerous repercussions"
by giving the Buddhists an exploitable issue they had heretofore
lacked_in their confroutatiou with Huong.l‘ Later, INR suggested that
the Buddhists might even receive support from the army in their attempt
to overthrow Euong‘15 And when Khanh removed Suu and Huong on January
27, l965,=iu direct violation of an agreement to comsult Awbassador

7/ .
Johnson before making any further moves, INR concluded that Khanh's
actions had "seriously reduced if not almost eliminated any public
respect for US political advice or for those who accept it...and pose
the serious question whether Khanh has considered an alternative course,
i.c.; a negotiated 'meutralist’ solution for South Vietnam"ifan ironi-

cal counterpart to Khanh's original allegations against Hinh (see

note 5 above).

See IV-6: 1IN, "Criticism of General Khanh Could Portend Power
Struggle within Armed Forces," December 3, 1964

See IV-7: 1IN, "Military Coup in South Vietnam Dissolves Pro-
visional Legislature," December 20, 1964

See IV-8: 1IN, "Where Are the Vietnamese Buddhists Heading?"
January 22, 1965

See 1V-9: MHM-RFE-65-22, "The Situation in South Vietnam: the
Quiet Coup," January 27, 1965
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On Pebruary 3, INR estimated that 'the forces against Khanh are
strong enough to depose him' provided they remained united.l7 A fort-
- night later, an attempted military coup falled to set up a new
government, but {ts repercussions in the Armed Forces Council forced
Khanh to resign from that body and, shortly thereafter, to depart
from the country.

IJust before Khanh was overthrown, the Armed Forces Council had
set up a nev cabinet headed by Buddhist Phan Huy Quat which survived
the change. With the establishment of the new cabinet, INﬁ speculated
that “South Vietnam's two most powerful forces, the military and
Buddhist leaderships, appear to have arrived at a working relationship
that may be the opening of a new phase in South Vietnagese politics.™
However, INR warned, the personal ambiticns of leading Buddhists and
generalas alike were suchithat "pone of them would hesitate at a propi-
tious‘lomen: to gacrifice political stability to his desire for personal
pbwer."l8

In esgence, INR viewed the Khanh era as inherently ungtable.
Khanh's greatest asset was hils possession of office, but he lacked a
solid base, whether in factional adherents, institutional backing, or
popular trust. US prodding and his own problems led him to broaden

the government's base to include civilians. The explosive factionalism

of the period, to be sure, and his own efforts to hold power imn so

17. See IV-10: MM, "Immediate Prospects in Saigoun,”™ February 3, 1965

18. See IV-11: 1IN, “"South Vietnam's New Cabinet: Possible Portent of
Greater Stability,” February 17, 1965
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unsettled a s;tuatign generated great difficulties and led to damag-
ing reversals of policy. MNometheless, while the agitation and
pressures that finally overthrew Xhanh reflected his own weaknesses,
INR also saw 1n these forces manifestations of a atrong underlying ‘
demand for & more democratic, respomsive government.

/ ;n other words, INR was suggesting, the coantest for politicgl
power @etvéen non-Comxunist elements in South Vietnam had now super—
seded their councern for the war effort againast the Viet Cong. Nor
wag the contest any longer limited to personalities in and out of the
Saigon clvil-wilitary bureaucracy. In early February, a SNIK to which
INR had contributed much of the substance held that there st now -
under way in South Vietnam a genuine social ana political revolutionm
anong noa-Communist elements, distinct and apart frow the coatest with

19
the Communists.

20
The War and the Question of Infiltration

The political disarray that followed Xhanh's coup and the revela-
tion that Diem's statistics of progress had been deliberately misleading
swung the pendulum of-Waahington opinion frowm guarded optisdsm to
pessimism regarding the outcome of the war. Indeed, the pendulum swung

so far that INR, which had been less optimistic than the coasensus .

19. SKIE 53-65, "Situation and Short-Term Prospects in Sounth Vietnsam,"
February 4, 1965. Parts of this Estimate appeared in George A.
Carver, Jr., “The Real Revolution in South Vietnam," Foreigm
Affairs Quarterly, wvol. 43, no. 3, April 1965

20. Yor more detailed version, see Special Annex Luu?ﬁ
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regarding military‘progress before Diem fell, was now less pessimistic
than the consensus about the general outlook and less coancermed about‘
the possibility of a South Vietnamese collapse.

- ; Deficiencies in the accuracy, standardization, and relevance of
operational statistics on the war in the South were largely overcome
through closer cooperation between the US and GVN and a greater US
partkcipatiou in the war. Statistics regarding external support for
the ingurgency, however, remained inconplete and unreliable because
agsets were lacking to acquire them, prisomers were inefficieutly
exploited, and there was an ighereant lag, usually of 6 months, between
{nfiltration and detection. Views diverged increasingly over the

(— impact and extent of external support, and this issue gained importance
28 the counterinsurgency effort failed to make progress, as neasures
to reverse the tide were debated, and as the US government began to
argue over attacks oa the North.
Estimates in 1964 of infiltration for previous years based on evi-
dence available were roughly as follows:

1959-60 4,500

1961 6,000
1962 12-13,000
1963 8,000

Lacking its own independent sources of informatiom, the Intelligence
Community weighed as best it could the reliability of the evidence
available, and then debated the implications of infiltration trends

for the progress of the war and for assessing Hanoi's intentions.
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In December 1963, IRR maintained the position that the sources
for estimating extermal support were still inadequate and could be
impro%ed.' What figures were available from MACV showed a lower number
of iufiltrators for 1963 than for 1962; INR concluded that the effects
of external support remained qualitative rather than quantitative and
that the VC continued to depend on indigenous recruitment. The gharp
increage in Viet Cong activities following Diem's downfall ate?med
from strength gradually accumulated rather thag from any vecent upsurge
in infiltration.Zl

The question of infiltration assumed new dimensious in the early
sumser of 1964 when Khanh began to claim publicly that a major build-up
of Cowmunist forces in Sounth Vietnam included regular units of the RVA.
He threatened a "March North™ in retaliation. MACV in fact reported
that Viet Cong activity had increased in the northern provinces and
that two recently captured Viet Cong had proved to be native North Viet-
namesge rather than, like prisoners captured hitherto, South Vietnanese
regrouped to the North after the settlement of 1954. INR atill main-
tained, however, that the increased strength in men and weapons now
being reported was the result of past infiltration rather than a recemnt
increase. Like MACV, INR contended that the appearance of North
Vietnamese awong the Viet Cong did not signify the introduction of
regular NVA units. Moreover, INR felt that Hanol wished to avoid

"provoking" US escalation: thus, "in addition to the absence of proof

21. See IV-12: MM-RFE-63-171, “Viet Cong Infiltration," December 10,
1963




to support GVN charges, the logic of the present situation suggests
that North Vietnam is unlikely to introduce regular units into the

i
South except in response to US escalation lest such a move would pro-

vide an excuse for our widening the war."zz

INR further suggested that,‘vhereas Khanh might well have
believed that Hanoi had infiltrated units in reaction to US threats
to extend the war, it was "also possible that Khanh has taken advantage
of this evidence...to strengthen pressures for an early escalation of
the war." Operating from a difficult military and political position
at home, he would be aware that the "direct commitment by the United
States that would be required for a move north would obviously stfengthen
Khanh's prestige and political position."23

The GVN continued to claii that infiltration was increasing and
included regular NVA units. In early October, the GVN sent a letter to
the ICC charging that two regular NVA companies had entered the northern
province of Quang Tri. Ou October 8, the US Press Attache in Saigom

stated publicly that there had been an increase in infiltration during

1964. With no iudependent gource of Information, INR revieved the °

22. See IV-13: 1IN, "Khanh's Claims on Increased North Viethamese '
Infiltration ™ July 17, 1964.. The "logic™ of the aituation
changed in August after the Tonkin Gulf i{ncidents, INR then sug-
gested that Hanol might introduce regular units as needed to
bolater VC operations, in part as proof that it would not.
capitulate under pressure. (See page 24; algo IV-32: IN,

“Hanod Uses Journalist to Ward Off Further Attacks,” August 18,
1964)

See 1V-13:

id.

23.
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intelligence available as of October 12, and concluded there was

"no evaluated evidence...that finfiltration from North Vietmam into
So&gh Vietnam has been stepped up recently." KNor was there yet any
evidence to support Khanh's claim that regular units of the HVA were
'preseut; native northerners had been trained by the NVA and subsge-
quently infiltrated as individuals or small groups to be encadred in

24
Y¥C units.

mIn sl d-October MACV reported‘that native Northerners accounted
for the larger part of the sharply increased flow, INR felt that the
new materials made available by MACY did i;;eed indicate increased
infiltration in 1964, but that they could not be used to pin-point the
numbers nor to prove Khanh's claim about the presence of wnits from
the North Vietnamege Army. Even so, INR noted, the available evidence
did not place infiltration in 1964 above the levels of all earlier
years: there was an increase over 1963, but the 1964 level seewmed to
fall below that of 1962.

During October and Rovember, the Intelligence Community maintained

the estimate that Hanoi probably would continue to avoid participating

24. See IV-1l4: MM, “Infiltration South Vietnam,” October 1Z, 1964
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more directly in thé war in the South; INR alone said that NVA units
probably would be sent South 1f the United States began éustained
b?mbipg of the North. The KNorth Vietnamese build-up in central and
southern Laos from mid-December 1964 into February 1965 was interpreted
by the Intelligence Cowmmunity as an effort to secure this vital area
againat increased Lao/US pressure and, possibly, to expand the area
of control there in a new offensive during the dry seasou. Even in
February, there was no firm evidence that these NVA forces were
destined for South Vietnam—one problem being th; general weakness of
our intelligence capability, particularly in southern Laos. Although
the possibility was raised that these NVA troops might be headed for
South Vietnam, it was held unlikely, on the basis of evidence as well
as theory that Hanol wished to avoid giving Washington an excuse to
undertake the widely-rumored bombing program. In fact, as was learmed
subsequently, three NVA regiments had arrived in SouthIVietnam by the
end of February. Thus, as the final debate over the program of air-
strikes was under way, it was not known, nor even estimated as likely,
that Hanoil itself had already p%epared to escélhte, if it had not

26
already decided to do so.

Pacification and Sanctuary

INR addressed itself in Xay 1964 to the pacification program and

the question of increasing the number of US cadres. It concluded that

26. For a more detailed discussion of this problem see Special Annex I;
also SMNIE 10-65, "Communist Military Capabilities and Rear~Term
Intentions in Laos and South Vietnam," February 4, 1965.
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“the situation has shown little progress." Sincé the GVN had
presented the US the opportunity to participate in direction as well
as to advise, INR suggested that further US encadrement might be
required not only at the provincial level, as pr;posed, but also at
the top levels of command and at the lower district level. The

obvious political hazards of such US involvement could be reduced by

- Buccess and wore Iimportantly by the mammer im which working procedures

were established. "On balance...the gains of this course outweigh
27
its liabilities under existing circumstances.'

Although allowing that the introduction of mumitions from
Cambodia had probably increased in 1963, INR maintained the positiéu
1t had held since 1962 that their use of Cambodia was of limited sig-
nificance to the Viet Cong.28 In a review of the situation, INR
concludgd that both the advantages and the disadvantages of some form
of TN presence on the Cambodian border would be insufficient to warrant

29
the US pressing or resisting such a proposal.

Negotiationa—Prospects and Perils
During wost of this period, the US considered the situation in the
South to be so precarious that any diminution of the total war effort—

let alone a political settlement involving neutralization—-would provide

27. See IV-15: M¥-RFE~64-125, "“Encadrement of United States Advisors
in Vietnam," May 30, 1964

28. See IV-16: H4-RFE-64-76, "Viet Cong Use of Cambodian Territory,"
April 15, 1964

29. See IV-17: MM-RFE~64-108, "UN Presence on the Vietnam-Cambodian
Border," May 15, 1964
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the Communists with ultimate if not irmediate control over South Vietnam.
For their part, the Communists held the public position that no settle—i
ment would be possible until the US had withdrawm.

iu January 1964, INR noted that both Hanoi and the NLF¥ had, since
Diem's downfall, dropped the subject of an international conference to
neutralize South Vietnam, and estimated that Hanoi would be unlikely in
the near future to pursue néutralization unless the Viet Cong appeared
to be stalemated or, alternatively, “it appeared that the Viet Cong was
in a sufficiently strong bargaining position and that Washington wished
to drop its cowmitment to Saigon gracefully." Under the second alterna-
tive, "the North Vietnamese would insist on NFLSV participation and on
parallel intermal talks to fogn a coalition government. While deacti-
vating but not disbanding the Viet Cong organization, Hanoi and the
NLFSV would frustrate any effective international means of comtrol.
This formula would gg'viewed 29 gn interim step toward reunification under
Hanoi's auspices.”

By the late gummer of 1964, prospects in the South had grown so
dim that some authorities in the US Covernment felt the situation could
be salvaged only with a respite from Comsmunist attacks. Some of them
argued that US retaliatory strikes against the North would provide this
respite. As this debate went on into the late fall, Western journalists
reported statements from Wilfred Burchett and a Rorth Vietnamese official

in Phnoma Penh to the effect that the NLF was ready to negotiate with the

30. See IV-18: RFE-3, "Commumist Attitudes Toward Neutralization for
South Vietnam,” January 20, 1964




GVN, that reunification could be delayed, and that US withdrawal could
follow ratﬁer than precede the eatablishment of g neatral coalition
governmwent. INR noted that these terms differed from thosa of the paat
only regarding the flexibility allowed for the timing of the US with~
draval. The feelers, IﬁR estimated, "seem mainly intended to encourage
others to think that a negotiated settlement is feaszible...xad probably
also to smoke out some redpouse in Washington and Saigon." Noting the
anbiguous authority of the contacts, INR suggested that these hints

“way be made more directly 1if Hanoi sees a groving threat of US escala-
tion and an increasing deterioration of the govermment position in ic
South."Bl Later, in reviewing Edgar Snow's account of hia interview with
Hao in January 1965, INR suggested that, while the Chinese were more
positive toward negotiations tham they had been in the past, Mzo's hints
of flexibility ou z US military presence in South Vietnax appeared
intended more to forward the prospect of & conference than to outline

32
posaible concessions.

Following the two retaliatory strikes on February 7 and 8, 1965,
IRR noted that both Hanoi and Peking had privately made the point that

33
they could not call for a couference under US threats of escalation.

31. See IV-19: IM-MM~B¥E-64-244, “Communists Hint Interest 4n South
Vietnam Settlement,” November 20, 1964

32. See 1IV-20: 1IN, "Mao Tse~tung Discusses Poggible Conference on
Vietnam," February 12, 1965

33. See IV-20: id.




However, INR inﬁerpreted an article of February 14 in Khao Dan
to mean that 'the North Vietnamese may perhaps be reconsidering their
previous reluctance to join any conference on Viecn&m."34

As this period ended, INR reviewed the Communist positions om
negotiations. It observed that Hanoi{ had maintained some flexibility
but "seems very sensitive...to the fact that any interest in negotiations
might be interpreted as a sign of weakness and as indicating an intention
go call off the Viet Cong."35 The evidence available could not support
even tentative conclusions about what might be gained or lost by negoti-
atiug.36 INR also observed that, to the extent the Co;munists showed
flexibility, they might merely be hoping to stave off US escalation with-

out making any concesaions.

To Bomb or Not to Bomb-—-No Decision

The first significant review of the ramifications that might spring
from actions against the North was undertaken in late February 1964 by

the Department's Policy Plamning Council (S/P). Ihe‘Council asked INR

34. See IV-21: MM-RFE-65-51, "Possible North Vietnamese Interest in an
Indochina Conference,'" February 15, 1965

35. See IV-22: MM-RFE-65-63, "Peiping-Hanoi Attitudes Toward Negoti-
ations," Pebruary 23, 1965

36. It was not until mid-March, after the bombing began, that INR learned
(and then only fragmentarily) that U Thant had cowmunicated to
Ambasgador Stevenson Hanoi's September agreement (through the
Ruggians) to meet US representatives in Rangoon; no agenda were
outlined, and Washington's final negative reply was not given
to Thant until January 1965.




-to contribute thoughts on Communist reactions and how

some factors, such as fear of the Chinese and control over the Vet

Cong, might affect Hanoi's behavior.

or not Hanol could put an end te the conflict if it chose.

S/P asked as a key issue whether

INR judged

that it could, although'compliance by the VC might be neither immediate

nor total. INR went on, however, to say:

"We feel...that a more real-

istic and important question to be posed is not the DRV's capability

to call off the war in the South, but its willingness...{and] we are

not confident that the DRV would call off the war."

Considering the possibility of a higher level of covert actions

against the North or overt action by the US and its allies in South

Vietnam and Laos, the paper said that "we are not sanguine that...[they]

would cause the DRV to call off the war."

In the case of air strikes

against the North, "Communist reaction would probably stop short of

extreme responses

rt
2

and it seemed ''more likely" that the DRV "might

greatly heighten its support of VC and Pathet Lao efforts to take over

thelr countries."

38

As for the ability of North Vietnam to carry on

under bombing, INR was clear, saylng that "pin-pointed bombing would

seriously--if not critically-—affect the urban ecdnomy...[but] by

reliance on the self-sufficient agricultural 1life of the villages it is

likely that basic economic 1ife would go on and necessary support for

the regime's military and governmental structure would be maintained."

38, See 1V-24:
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The paper saw considerable likelihood that the Communista would

opt for political action, including pressure to recoavene the Geneva

- Couference, with the object of "forestalling US action." Since this
objective "would be met simply by coavening a conference, we doubt
that either Peiping or Hanol would make any significant concessions

39
for an overall settlement...."

Evaluation of Hanoi's and Peking's Policies

The overthrow of Diem and the Viet Cong's relatively poor success
in taking advantage of it provoked policy reappraisals in Hanoi. In
January 1964, it was revealed that the Central Committee had met in.

(‘ December 1963 and adopted militant, pro-Chinese positiong on issues in
theASino—Soviet conflict. In adéitiou, as the Intelligence Comsumity
learned gradually‘and belatedly, the leadership at this meeting also
opted for a more aggressive effort in the South, probably contemplating
even then that they might have to send in North Vietnamese army units,
if they did not actually decide to do so. In mid—Feb;uary 1964, INR
analyzed a spate of North Vietnamese articles concerning the Vietnam
conflict: all seemed to rule out diplomatic action in favor of incessant
wilitary pressure in the South, and one called for greater contributions
to the war effort by North Vietmam. INR interpreted onme article as
evidence that Hanoi would, in the face of prolonged US involvement, in-
creagse its participation with manpower and materiel, but that its

leaders considered "vastly incressed North Vietnamese participation in

39. See IV-25: 4d.




the South, particularly with regular units, not only tnnecessary but
uwise." A similar view was sharedAby the Intelligence Community in
an egtimate of March 4 on North Vietnax:éo "We belleve that Hanoi will
not undertake an invasion or even a major covert comaitment of DRV
military units; we see no indication that the DRV leaders are disposed
to stimulate drastic US counteraction.” The SNIE held that Hanoi might
increase the pressure, but would confine the effort to stepe such as an
increase in VC aggressivenesg supported by better and heavier wespons
ard including heilghtened terrorism in the cities.

INR also felt that Hanol was genuinely concerned that the United
States might carry the war to North Vietmam, and it believed that
Hanoi was seeking ;utual defense arrangements with Peking as well as
assurances from Moscow, apparently with success in the first effort but
‘failure in the second. In wmid-April, INR wrote of the North Vietnamese
regime's efforts to prepare its populace for possible attack and for
greater support of the war in the South; the first evidence of prepara-
tions against air attacks was also reported at this time. In general,

INR interpreted the intelligence on North Vietnam as indicating reactions

to threatened US retaliation rather than policy initiatives gemerated by

Hanoi.

40. This estimate, SNIE 14.3-64, was used by CIA and INR to focus atten-
tion on the generally poor state of intelligence reporting om
North Vietnam and the Viet Cong and to press for improvement from
all sources. The effort went on for over a year under the direc-
tion of a USIB cosmittee with INR's active participatiom, and
cousiderable improvement did occur

LA o}
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Washington's "signals" and seml-official press "leaks" provoked
warnings and defiance not only from Hanoi but alsgo from Peking, which
INR discussed in a number of papers. For example, an IN on March 3
interpreted Peking's expressions of support to suggest Chinese "readiness
to match vague US threats with parallel political escalation of an

41
equally suggestive but threatening nature.™

Debate over Bombing: The Second Rouad

Reneved consideration of attack oa the North occurred at Homelulu
in early Jume 1964, and the proposal was again rejected. On the eve of
the conference, INR prepared a list of key questious,éz which implicitly
denied that the strategy of “winning with boabs™ would succeed. The
Intelligence Coemunity also was asked to consider the congequences of
graduated air and naval attacks against the DRV and Communist-held Laos
up to "gtrikes (1f necessary) om a growving number of military and
econcaic targets im the DRV." The purpose of the proposal was both to
induce a major reduction of Viet Cong activity and to persuzde Hamoi to
respecc‘the Geneva Agreement in lacs. In South Vieéha:, increased
military aid was envisaged as well as the introduction of "gsubstantial

additional US personmel infused in GVN wilitary and adwinigtrative

establishnents.”

41. See IV-26: IN, "Peiping Expresses 'Unqualified Support' for North
Vietnam but Avoids Specifics," March 3, 1964

42. See IV-27: Memo to Acting Secretary, “Key Questiouns with Respect
to Action Against North Vietnam," May 20, 1964




Responding with a Special National Intelligence Estimate, the
Community estimated that, initially, Hanoi would seek a comference and
might reduce the level of the insurrections in order to end the US
actlons. The USIB was "unable to set any meaningful odds" for the course
which the North Vietnamese might follow if the attacks were broadened
in spite of this éffort, but “incline(d] to the view that they would
lovwer their terms for a negotlated settlement.“A3 Nevertheless, there
would be "a significant danger that they would fight, believing that the
US would still not be_villing to undertake a major ground war, or that,
if 4t was, it could ultimately be defeated by the methods thch were
successful against the French."

The Estimate emphasized Peking's caution 1in risking open hostilities
with the Umited States and, with & confidence never seen again, concluded
that there "would probably not be high risk of Chinese Comwmunist ground
" intervention unless major US/GVN ground units had moved well into the
DRY or Cowmunist-held areas of northern lLaos, or pogsibly, the Chinese
had committed their air {force] and had subsequently<suffered attack con

44

CCAF bases in China." The USIB did not think there was much risk that

Peking would commdt its air force.

43. See IV-28: SNIE 50-2-64, "Probable Cousequences of Certain US
Actions with Respect to Vietnam and Laos," May 1964. Curiously
the body of the paper did not use such an optimistic formulation,
saying less precisely that "they would still seek a negotiated
outcome' but not speculating about whether or not they would
compromise to do so.

44. See 1V-28: 1d. Emphasis added.
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The SNIE also ;ddressed itself to the question of the longer-
range counsequences of the proposed actiomns. A “clear—cut' success
(which 1t had implied was improbable) would simply allow time for
“constructive action" to deal with the Communist threat. "On the
other hand, to the degree that the comsequences of the US action were
ambiguous or unsuccessful, there would almost certainly be a sgrong
tendency for morale and discipline in South Vietnam and Laos to
deteriorate rapidly--perhaps more rapidly than if the US had not begun
its intensified effort. Such deterioration would be felt generally
through non-Commmist Asia."és

INR observed in & number of papers that Hanoi gave every indica-
tion of being prepared to risk some retaliation in pressing the attack
in South Vietnam. In June, IKR reported North Vietnamese counterthreats
that US attacks ocn the North would trigger an all-out Viet Cong drive,
and noted that Korthern preparations against air attacks and raids by
agents had been intemsified.

INR also believed that the Chinese Connunists,‘scriously concerned
about the US moves, were "determined to respond initially at a siwilar
verbal level, without overreacting belligerently.” INR analyzed the
escalating Chinese verbal threat on several occasions in July; it viewed
Peking's statements as an effort to deter thg United States by raising
the likelihood of Chinmese involvement Iin response to US action against

the North, while at the same time avoiding a commitment to a specific

45. See 1IV-28: id.
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course of actidn. Ii{R took the Chinege warnings more seriously than

did most other intelligence agencies, and felt that the statements

also "probably" reflected "an actual comnitmeut;_" made by the Chinese

to Hanol "under which they undertake in at least general terms to
46

assist the DRV."

47
The Tonkin Gulf

Although INR attributed to Hanof a hard position .on co-proaise.
and a strong determination to win in the South, it felt that Hanoi
wvould avoid a clearcut provocation which could.-trigger Americam air
attacks against the North. Thus INR—as well zx the rest of the Intelli-

gence Cowmunity--was unprepared for the August incidents in the Tounkin

Gulf.

B Another explanation,

46. See IV-29: Memo to the Acting Secretary, “Peiping Streugthens Implicit
Commitment to Defend North Vietnam," July 9, 1964

47. See Special Anpex IIX for greater detaill




IRR suggested, may ha?e been that Hanoi wanted to demonstrate that it
would not be faced down by American threats. This motive would explain
the decision Hanol seems to have made to skirmish with the Maddox and
the Turner Joy on the night of August 4, after President Johnson's
warning of the day before against further incidents. INR reasoned‘that
HBanoi's leaders probably felt they must either act again or risk
appearing cowed by US pressure. Chinese statements and patterus of
behavior indicated to INR that, far from urging restraint oun Hanoi in
the interim between the two incidents, Peking, if comsulted, was "more
likely" to have supported Hanoi's éggressivc decision.‘g This analysis,
of course, assumed that the second incident had been a delibérate North
(f Vietnamese attack: INR concluded at the time that it had and maintained
this judgment ahorfly‘;hereafter in a review of the incidents. In
response to questions raised in 1967 over the eg;sode, INR produced
another study which found that the evidence available——althoggh circum—
gsggtial——supported this conclusion.
When the US ordered retaliatory strikes, INR pr;pared a memorandum
for the Secretary outlining likely reactions.so It predicted that the
Rorth Vietnamese would defend themselves to the limit of their capabilfties

and also would call on the USSR and China for defensive assistance.

N Further, IHRﬂfelt that the waln counter-reprisals would occur inm the

49. See IV-30: RM, RFE-56, "Peiping and Hanoi: Motivations im Gulf of
Tonkin Crisis," August 6, 1964

50. See IV-3l: Memorandum for the Secretary, "Probable Foreign
(: Reactions to the US Strike,™ August 4, 1964
‘ P annITIrn
LA




Squth in the form Qf‘increased VC activity, since "“Hanoi will be under
strong pressure to demonstrate that the attacks on the North will not
halt Viet Cong action...." Peking's reactiom, the paper held, would

be directed toward demonstrating its support and raising pressures
against further escalation while leaving room for negotiations or
further graduated responses as deemed neceggary. Although INR misjudged
in assuming that Peking would puslicize its actions, the paper did pre-
dict correctly that the Chinese would send to North Vietnam Jet aircraft
and ground anti-aircraft equipment, together with advisers. INR did not
envisage ground movements into North Vietnam, but did suggest that
Peking "would cosmunicate evidence of wobilizing moves within China" to

build “concern over the threat of ground interveantion."

Aftermath of Toukin: Hanol and Peking Warm Against Escalation

Soon thereafter, INR reported efforts by Hanol and Peking to deter
further US attacks by raising the spectre of an offensive in the South
and possible Chinese involvement in the North. It did not consider overt
North Vietnamese intervention in the South likely but predicted that
"Hano. will probably incgease éovert infiltration, possibly fncluding
some rezular units for later use 1f needed."Sl INR felt that th; North

Vietnamese leaders expected new attacks on the North, particularly 1if

the GVN position further deteriorated, and that they favored increased

51. See IV-32: 1IN, “Hanoi Us%”a h”iﬁ§11513?3?§§%d Off Further Attacks,"
August 18, 1964 i oo
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52
Viet Cong operations rather than any stand-dosm. Chinese warnings
also were more threatening, though typically imprecise. INR felt that
both Hanol and Peking had advanced their contingency preparations for
action in the event a new crisis arose. INR reported “tentative indica-

_ 53
tions' of Chinese preparations for greater involvement.

52. 1In fact, in ar oral briefing of DOD Assistant Secretary McNaughton
and Assistsnt Secretary Bundy on August 21, an INR representative
predicted that Hamoi would order a VC attack on the US bouwbers at
Bien Hoa air base In retaliation for the Gulf of Tonkin strikes
and as an added demoustration of their defiance of the eacalatiom
threat. The attack took place on November 1.

53. See Special Annex IIX
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indeed, the resumption of guch patrols "may very well trigger am incident

either through design or mutual miscalculation which could face us with

the question of reprisals.” The patrols were not resumed.

Escalation Reconsidered

A program of attacks against North Vietnam was considered formally

again by the Intelligence Commumity in a SNIE published in October 1964.

54

In the initial stages, USIB held, the Cosmunists “probably"” would attempt

to dissuade the US by a mixture of moves, "including some apparent con-

cessions to US wishes." If these moves failed to stop the attacks, all

" intelligence agencies except INR "inclined to the view" that Hanoi's

leaders would order a temporary halt in Viet Cong attacks, would "press
for a negotiated cease-fire in the South and try to prowote an inter-

national couference' albeit without making "any weaningful concessions.,"

Thege agencies did, however, agree in the SKIE that there was “substantial

dangef" that Hanol would react aggressively; INR went further and in a
footnote expressed its bellef that North Vietnam "would" choose the
aggressive course., INR expected Hanol to feel that tge prize to be won
by "all-out attacks" would outweigh any damage to be suffered from con-~
tinued air attacks, and that any concessions would only invite further
strikes and at the same time undermine Viet Cong morale; IKR therefore
predicted that North Vietnam 'would carry on the fight and proceed to

send 1ts own armed forces on a large scale to Laos and South Vietnam."

' 54, See IV-33: SNKIE 10~3~64, "Probable Comaunist Reaction to Certain

US/GVK Courses of Action," October 9, 1964




USIB agreed that if the aggressive course were pursued the Chinese

€

would “probably" introduce "limited numbers' of Chinese ground troops
"both to prepare for further escalation and to make clear Peking's com-—
mitment to assist the North Vietnamese." The Estimate expressed "doubt"
that Peking would commit units of its air force. It still argued, though
more cautiously than in the spring, that there would not be a "high risk"
that Chinese forces would be introduced on a “large scale" unless “major
US/GVN ground units" had moved to "occupy" areas of the DRV or Coommunist-
held northern Laos, or “possibly" unless the Chinese had committed air
units and suffered retaliatory attacks. As in May, USIB held that 1if the
bombing succeeded in halting outside support, the effect would be ounly

to gain time for the US to continue its efforts to establish a 'viable
regime" in the South and to deal with the "indigenous Viet Coug insurgency;"

this time USIB did not address itself to the consequences if the program

failed.

The Situation Reappraised -

A major revievw of the Vietnam situation was undertaken im October and
November of 1964. The basic policy study, prepared by Assistant Secretaries
Bundy and EcNaughton, favored a program of rapid strikes against the North
as riskier but more likely to achieve US objectives than a graduated
escalation. The papers viewed even slow escalation as preferable to
doing "more of the same," because even if the escalatory course ended im

the loss of South Vietnam, "our having taken stronger measures would still
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leave us a good deal better off with respect to the confidence and
willingness to stand firm of the nations in the next line of defense in

Asia.”™ This judgment stood in marked coutrast to the conclusion of the
55 ‘ ‘

\

Hay SKIE.
In commenting, at Mr. Bundy's fequest, on the paper's discussion of
graduated egcalatien (without having the rest of the study), INR reiterated

its judgment that Hanol would respond aggressively and that Chinege gromd

units might be inmtroduced into North Vietnam. It also expregsed concern
about the plan's position against negotiaﬁions in the early stages,
because if wve later agreed to negotlate we vou{é make it appear that we
were negotiating from weakness and as a result of failure to achieve,
Hsnoi's submigsion. INR proposed, but never recéived z response to, still
another approach: that the US positiocmn a strike-force in the South China
Sea (including some Harinesat DaNang), and occupy some gtrong-points in

Laos to safeguard the Mekong. Thege moves, INR felt, would gtrengthen the

US commitment and threaten egcalation "to increase Hanoil's incentive to

-

negotiate on our terms" without setting us irrevocably on an escalatory
56

course we might not be prepared to carry.through.

55. See IV-28: SNIE 50-2-64

1

56. See IV-34: MM-REA-64-236, "Cooment on Draft Analysis of ‘Option C',
November 10, 1964










INR'g views on ché risk of Chinese intervention were based om
Chinese warnings and evidence of wilitary preparatioms. INR still
thought that the warnings reflected a generalized commitment not tied
to' any specific course, but felt the military moves pointed to involve-
ment in air defenge. Most ocminous hard intelligence was the discovery
.that the Chinese were comstructing on a priority basis an airfield at
Ningming just a few miles from the North Vietnamese border; its location
made'nore sense for operations over North Vietnam than over China where
it simply duplicated the coverage of another field. INR concluded that
construction of thisg airfield, taken together with recent deployments of
Chinese jet fighters to South China and evidence of Sino-North Vietnamese
air defense cooperation, "atrongly suggests' that the Chinese "may be
preparing to provide air defense for the Hanoi-Haiphong area against

61
possible US air attacks.”

INR's estimate of North Vietnaa's intentions remained much the same
as in the fall, In late Januafy lé65, INR noted evidence that the North
Vietnamese were less worried over the imminence of dir;ct attacks, but
believed that they "view this as a distinct possibility against which
they have been preparing their defenses since early last spring, while
making it clear that the prospect of 2uch attacks is not leading them to

. 62 .

alter their plans for South Vietnam." The rest of the Intelligence

Community, in a SNIE on Pebruary 4,implicitly supported this position.

61. MM~RFE-64-257, “New Chinese Communist Airfield Near North Vietnam,"
November 28, 1964. See algo Special Anmex III.

62. See IV-36: HM-RFE~65-27, "Hanol Propaganda on US Operations,"
January 29, 1965 '
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Fscalation Reconsidered and Approved

A systematic program of_air strikes was again considered at the
highest levels as the South Vietnamése military and political situation
deteriorated further, and particularly after the US made strikes against
the North on February 7 and 8 in retaliation for Commuﬁisc attacks on
BIeiku and several other US installations. Presidential Assistant
McGeorge Bundy wrote in a memorandum from Saigoﬁ for the President on
February 7 that '"without mew US action, defeat appears imevitable."
Bundy's mission recommended a program of “graduated and continuing
reprisal” as "the most promising course available.'" Acknowledging that
the costs in Americaﬁ air losses would be “gignificant" and that it
would be “likely" eventually to require "an extensive and coatly effort
against the whole air defense system" of North Vietnam, the report never-—
theless considered the program “cheap" when measured against the costs of
defeat gnd "even if it fails to turn the tide--as 1t may--the value o£
the effort seems to us to exceed its cost.” The Bundyquission speculated
that the chances for success might be somewhere between 25 and 75 percent.
The wmemorandum held that even 1if it failed, the program would dampen
criticism that the Uuited States had not done all it could and would
challenge the sanctuary principle thus helping to deter future Cosmunist

-insurgency. It did not discuss the posgible need for US ground forces.

‘Although the long-term purpose of the program would be to influence

the will of the North Vietnamese leaders, the Bundy mission argued that

the "immediate and critical targets'" are in the South—"4in the minds of

-
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the South Vietnamese and in the minds of the Viet Cong cadres." It
predicted an immediate increase in optimism among non—COmmuﬁiet Southern-
ers which would offer an opportunity for increasing American leverage

and which "could well" increase the readiness of Vietnamese factioms to
join in a more effective goveruwment. In a memorandum of February 10, INR

commented on the weakness of this argument,

The INR comments also noted that the report omitted any consideration

of Chinese Communist reactions. INR cited recent judgments of the Intelli-
gence Coomunity that the Chinese were likely to imvolve themselves at some
stage of the escalatory process. INR also pointed out the Intelligence
Community's more pessimistic treatment of free world reaction. Bundy's
me&o considered only briefly the impact on Hamoi's "will," and INR's
comxent did not mention its own doubts or those of'the Intelligence Com-
munity regarding the effectiveness of bomwbing in this regard.

After fhe Bundy memo, two more SNIEs were produced on Communist
reactions to a systeéatic bombing program. The first Estimate, published
on ?ebruary 11,63 dealt at length witn Soviet reaction, predicting diplo-
matic pressure and military assistance and seeing about an even chance
that some SA-2 installations would be provided. Hanoi, it was egtimated,

"almost certainly" would not restrain the Viet Cong in the early stages,

but the chances of a reduction would improve if the US persevered and

63. See IV-37: SNIE 10-3-65, “Communist Reactions to Possible US Actions,”
February 11, 1965




inflicted increasing.damage on North Vietnam. INR took no footnote to
this rather optimis;ic view, which conflicted with both its previous
stand and the position taken a week later. USIB concluded that there
was a "“fair chance".thac limited numbers of Chinese ground forces
would be introduced into North Viétnam, but the majority thought that,
even 1f the US inflicted “severe damage' on the North, Peking "probably"
would not send large-scale ground forces. INR disagreed with this
‘statement, believing that the chances were “considerably higher." The
Estimate said that Peking "might' react to strikes against northerm
North Vietnam with fighters from Chinese bases; continuing t& take a
more alarmist view of Chinese moves and of the evidence of Sino-DRV _
cooperation, INR felt that China "would probably” do so.

A supplemental Estimate a week later dealt with the consequences of
limited "tit-for-tat' strikes and of a declared, sustained program of
boubing;6A There was general agreement that the first course would have
little effect. On the second course, all participants except INR
repeated their prediction in the October SNIE that ig was "more likely"
that Hanol would make some concesslon to obtain a respite, without coom—
pletely.abandoning support for the Viet Cong, than that it would opt for

increasing the level of wvarfare. INR disagreed, comasidering that the

increase was more likely, and that the “probéble" Chinese coomitment of its

fighters to defend major North Vietnamese targets would reinforce Hanoi's

persigtence, whatever the US iespoﬂse to the Chinese action.

64. See IV-38: SKIE 10.3/1-65, "Communist Rezctions to Possible US
Course of Action Against NV," February 18, 1965




The Egtimate also suggested that Hanoi was unlikely to respond
with a large~scale invasion of South Vietnam and/or Laos, but would
congider that it was unnecessary and involved too great an expansion of
the Chinese role and risk of a major destruction in the North. 1INR, on
the contrary, predicted that once US éctacks on the Hanoi-Haiphong com-
plex destroyed major industrial and military targets, North Vietnam
would "probably" send {ts own armed forces "on a large scale™ to lLaos
and South Vietnam in the belief that the US either would not meet them
oulfhe ground or could be defeated in a protracted war. Further, INR
felt that Peking would back Hanoi by introducing limited numbers of
Chinese ground forces to underline its commitment and prepare for
further escalation.

INR continued to highlight the. threatening nature of Peking's state~-
wents and to report evidence of militafy preparations. It interpreted
repeated Chinese promises of assistance "with the atrong implication of
direct involvement of their own forces" as committing :their prestige to

65
a more vigorous respounse to any future escalation."

65. See IV-39: 1IN, “Tough Chinese Communist Posture on Vietnam,"
February 19, 1965
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