~ Background:

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

/UnderADieh's successors, political stability became manifestly a f

- transitoty state of affairs as ensuidé governments stumbled from onme

crisisito‘enother; it was éqhally clear that the regime was making no

: _lasting progress against the Communista even though Us support

increased and tha fighting grev more intense and widespread. What was
not 8o clear was the extent to which the.situation was deteriorating,
or the reasons for this trend. Nor was the US eble to find effective

formulas to atrengthen the governnent, or to make its own nilitary

" action against the VC wore effective vithout di-iniehing South Vie;na-

mege initintive.

During this period US governnent opinion shifted draaticelly from

Voptimiam over progresa to pessimisn over prospects under the existing

ground rulee of the var. Anxieties were eonpounded for the US at the
outset when it became evidept that, as INR had consistently warned, the

information,fnrniehed by the Diem government and on Yhieh the US had

" based its policy, had been inaccurate and misleading. Betveen.Decenber

1963 and Hai 1964, Secretary HcNamara made three feet—finding trips to

assess the gsituation. In the chaotic politieal situation, US aupport

became more than ever clearly indispensable to the survival of the GVN;
for some time 1t even became more partichlarly identified in the public

view with theiholitical eurvivel of Khanh.

1. See, for example,'Section IT above, note 6, and especially note 11.




196A it vas Harch 1965 before this move becane evident to us.

As joint US/GVN military efforts within South Vietnam produced no

signs of sustnined progress attention turned increasingly toward

Horthern leadership and support for the Communiat insurgency and con-

’sideration of means to curtail it. In Harch 1964 Secretary HcRanara A

recommended against bombing the North for the ‘time being, but ordered

that steps be taken to make possible the l&unching of a program of air

strikes on 307days‘notice. Subsequently, studies were made oi the

- probable reeults of air action and reactions to it. As we_later

learned Hanoi probably had decided in the spring of 1964 to send its

E own forces into the South. The first units arrived in the late fall of

Heanwhile, an expansion of the theater ‘of overt operations vas

‘ Aoccurring in response to events outside of South Vietnam. In late Hay
1964, Pathet Lao advances in ‘Laos produced a request from Souvanna Phouna

.~ for US reconnaissance flights over the Plaine des Jarres, after tvo air-

craft had been downed by ground fire, the US flev a retaliatory strike

: against enemylbetteries and authorized subsequent flights to return fire.

In addition, intelligence collection against North Vietnam was intensi-
fied, and the GVN, with help fron the US, undertook a atepped-up progran
Of covert (including maritime) operations agninst the North. These
actions, in parallel with calculated warnings reported in the oress;
were designed to be "signalaf,foreshadowing tordanoi more dire actions

should North Vietnan'refuse to dampen the Lao and South Vietnamese con-

‘flicts. ‘ln:early August, after two engagements between North Vietnamese




torpedo boats and US naval vessels in the Gulf of Tonkin, the US made

a retaliatory airstrike againat‘naval facilities in North Vietnan.

aggresaion.

Following the reprisal, the US Congresa approved a resolution empover-
ing the President "to take all necessary neasurea...to prevent fnrther

During this period the us did not seek a negotiated settlement'

indeed it nade efforts to avoid any negotiations vhich might involve
South Vietnan even indirectly.

Thus, the US rejected Polish and French
proposals during Hay 1964 for negotiations over the Laotian situation.

~ chaos. in Saigon.

In February 1965, a aeriee of spectacular Communist attacka against™
Us inatallations in South Vietnam coincided with a period of political

The US responded with two joint US/RYRAF retaliatory
strikes against the North on. February 7 and 8;

and on March 2, the US
launched a progran of 1initad-—but continuous and gradnated-airstrikes

on the DRV which, according to a New York Times backgrounder of Harch 1,
was intended to bring about a negotieted settlement.

. "Vhether 'tis better....

The rationale for us airstrikes againat the North evolved steadily
during this phase.

At first, concerned because it was impossible to seal
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 disadvantagea of this course would




~far outweigh:anyAmilitsryvgain as long as thelviet Ceng continued to .
.he so largely self—suffieiegt”snd the fighting remained'at‘the prevail-
‘ing level |

The question was then raised whether US strikes against targets
in the DRY, yhich would not only cause danage but also demonstrate US
: determination to prevent a Conmunist victery in South Vietnam,:vould
" persuade. Hanoi to call offithe insurgents or atilesst to reduce its
'lsupport for the_warAand so'bring it to a level manageable for,the
South Vietnsnese. There was general agreement in the Int;iligence Com- .-
munity that this program would not persuade Hanoi to stop the war, but
‘most'members other than INR thought Hanol might reduce its support to
.“ gain a respite; There was also, however, a general but usually unstated
h skepticism about South Vietnam's ability to manage the insurgency at
' whatever level it night remsin. Agreement over likely Communist responses’
to any combinstion of US actions ‘was rare; nor wag there any consensus
over the results of merely raising the threat of possible airstrikes.
"It is ironic that, while the issue over bombing was argued in terms of
‘North Vietnsm s role in the South no one thought of it as a reaction
to escalstion by Hanoi itself, because no one yet knew that the North
- Vietuamese had already decided to introduce their own coubnt units into
 the South. |

The political turmoil sfter Dien uas overthroun suggested the argu-
nents that us atrikes sgainst the North might for one thing provide

~ _evidence enough of US support to bolster‘s vobbly government, and might

¢ Wrsmmeorses’
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even galvanize the South Vietnamese into the unified military effort

- the Us had’been vanting fron the outnet. But- the Intelligence Coununity

estimated that an initial elation in the South would turn to disillusion-

’ nentvshould4nirstrikes not'quickly bring the war tn 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 uncertainksituation in SVN, a White House
memorandum of February 7, 1965, again raised the proposal as a measure

of last resort. The paper estineted that the chances might be anywhere

:betweenv25—751 that the proposed strikes would broduce satisfactory

results either in the South or the North

Hoving on fran these -arginal prospecta, the Vhite House lemorandun

elaborated a fourth rationale, arguing that, if the Coununists should

.succeed in the face of Us airetrikes, the general results to the US of

failure»in Vietnam vould altogether overshadow the particular loss of
prestige from failure of the bombing. More poaitively the memo auggested

that direct US action against the Horth vould resolve the fears of other

,Asinn allies-—notably the Thais—-that the US was wnwilling to underwrite

an ultimate guarantee against nev Communist advances in Asia. This fourth

rationale, whick was in direct conflict with the conclusion of a Haj 1964
- 2 . . . .

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

bomb the North.

2, See below,:noteek3.




Snmmagi:_ ‘
_ The unntable pclitical;sitnationrin Saigcn‘held the ccntef of
‘ifattention dufing tnis neriod,~thongh bfino nenns to the neglect of the
- e - Adiscouraging course of the var--and the extentﬁand nature of Hanoi's
‘ nilitary effort. These problena in turn intensified dabatc over a
policy of boabing the Horth and thus atinulated a flow of intelligence
appraisals as to the likely effects and conaequences of such a policy.
The fall of Diem raised new. issuc: for political intelligence
. vithin the perennial framework of atability and war effort. INR judged
'j that the Ve had -ade considernble gains during the last six months of
1963 but held that the trend was in no sense irrevernible.\ It felt .
that the nev Hinh—Iho governncnt was laking an adequate response and that '
o the keys to progresa were unity at the top, a ;eatructuring of adminis-
u'trative nachincry, and a full war effort. In.thii, it was more
optimistic than other elenents in the Intelligence Connunity and con~
versely, was less impressed by the- Khanh tegine that soon overthrew Hinh.
INR judged Khanh to be self—serving and not very conpetent, lacking
| political support and even much following within the military; INR con-
sidered Hinh preferable in all respects as a lender. '
‘The politics of thc turbulent Khanh period ~n¢ INR viewed them,
hinged upon a tension between two key factors--Khanh's desire to perpetuate:
_his power and his need (due to US pressure and his own veak base in the

:‘ governnent) to include new Political elements in the system. The conse—

quence was a grawth of factionalisu in nilitary as well as religious and




political circles, vhich increased the original points of tension. His

own moves against political leaders, INR notcd both hurt the TS position
~in Vietnan and further weakened his bold on power. The end of the Khanh

era, in IHR's judgment, revealed the advantages that might result from

a -ilitary—Buddhist vorking relationship, although the elements vithin
each conponent placed their own goals above the need for political

stability. In fact, INR viewed South Vietnan as being in the midst of a

genuine - non—Conmunist socio—political revolution, after a long period of
‘ repression, with the contest for power broadening out beyond the official

'comlunity

In judging the var effort INR, having already discounted Dienm's

statistics was not shocked as much as others by discovering their falsity,

and hencc did not adopt as pessimistic an ontlook Statistic: on the

~ war were, in fact, inproving, but those related to external support were

in dire need of etindardization,’as shown by conflicting‘reports from a
variety of military agencies.
Atuthe beginning of the period, INR held that an upsurge in VC activity

reflected accumulated strength and not a sudden rise in infiltration.

Toward the end of the year, it agreed with other,aéencieu that infiltration

for 1964 was above‘that'of the previous year, though still below the 1962
level. When the South Vietnanese raised the claim in the early summer of

1964 that native North Vietnamese mits vere infiltrating, INR judged the

claim unlikely to be true sincc the action vould provide the US with an

Vopportunity to widen the war. It also felt th;t Khanh was atressing




this issue to streﬂgthen his donestic position. Towerdrthe end of the

year and in January 1965, as evidence of a North Vietnameae build-up in

) south-central Laos mounted, IKR and the Intelligence Community continued

“to think it unlikely that Hanoi would ‘choose to alter drastically the

character of the war by sending regular NVA units to ‘fight in the South.

INR however, estiuated that Hanoi would probebly do 80 if the United

' . ‘States began a bombing program against the North. 1In nid—February, as

the decision to bomb was being made, there 8till was no sufficient

evidence to show that regular North Vietnamese combat units vere already

in South Vietnam.

Noting that the Connunists had stopped calling for neutralizing

South Vietnan, IHR suggested that they vould return to the proposal only

when they vere very weak,or so strong that it could ease the vay to their

‘ takiug over. Lov—level hinta of North Vietnameae flexibility and interest
rin contacta were reported by IKR, but it found the evidence inlufficient
to indicate whether this activity reflected a willingness to consider

" talks seriously or vas simply a desire to ward off escalation without

giving -uch in return.

‘The issue of bomhing the North occupied atteution more and more as
the period wore on. From the outset, INR estigatee that North Vietnam
had control enough of the gituation te call off the war but was most
unwilling to do so, and that it‘would not do so-under pressure of bombing

attacks. Reasoniug from evidence of North Vietnamese preparations both

‘for resisting direct US attack and for increesing'aupport of the war in




the South INR felt that Hanoi was deternined to persevere in the face

of threatened or actual us actien. ~Together,—however, with its appreci—

m ation of Hanoi '8 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 North. Thua, INR was surprised
by Hanoi's provocative behavior during the Tonkin Gulf crisis, the most

plausible explanation geemed to be that Hanoi was determined not to be

.faced down by what in its eyes were American threata. INR judged that
*any counteraction by North Vietnam would be to intensify the war in the

1South° thia viev accorded vith earlier judgmenta that Hanoi would respond

to honbing not with a qualitatively different policy but rather by

’ heightening support for VC operations.
Throughout this period INR differed fron the majority of the Intelli-
‘gence Community on two inportant ideaa. First, it consistently held that

- Hanol waa more likely to react aggressively, intensify the war in the

South, and even send its own forces South than to -ake concessions so as

to gain a respite fron the bombinga. Although few estimators elgewhere in

‘the Cownunity thought that Hanoi would make very significant or lasting

concessions, most felt that Hanol was more likely to moderate the tempo

_ of the war and direct effort into diplomatic channels than to.eecalate

the conflict. Secondly, INR disagreed over the strength'and nature of
Chinese reactiona to US air attacke 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 more
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-litely to enter the wnr andrinigreater numoers than other ngencies

“ estinated. Hostzestinntes agreed tnnt iignificant—attnckn 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 noderately intense alr attncks

E might do so.

;ln its own nnalyaes; INR followed closely the verbal escalation in

Chinese threats which it feltrvere geared to match those of the US;

it judged that their threats reflected‘a general ccnmitment by the Chinese
j to assist North Vietnam. It estimated that Cnina vonld supply aircraft
»and antiaircraft veapons in the wake of the Tonkin Gulf crisis and, when
.it did noted other evidence of Sino-Horth Vietnamese nilitary cooperation.

'For the renainder of this period, INR interpreted Peking s varnin;s and

covert acts of -ilitaxy-political preparation to indicate that China was
ready to participate in the - var in the contingency that the US escalated

rapidly and broadly.

The Minh-Tho Covernnent: November 1963-January l964

The Hinh-Tho governnent enjoyed a period of initial popularity and

seening political stability as it set about dismantling the Diem .regime .
:and consolidating its owm position. Communist attacka during the first

_nonth after the Hoveaber coup rose substantially, ilparting to the indicea

a tread even'nore unfavorable to the GVN than they hnd shown doring the -

last -ontha of the Diel regime. By the beginning of Decenber, ho'ever,

Connunist activities suhsided and the GVN .had increaaed operntions
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tufficitntly‘to suggest more favorable trends. Bf December, therefore,
INR felt that the in-ediatn question was less one of stabilizing a

‘i; o L _deteriornting security situation than of the regine s eatablishing

s | rapidly an cffective political structure and sultnining progress in the
(war over an extended period of time. . V

INR rcviewed this situation on Decenber 20 1963 and concluded
’that the recent Viet Cong offensive "reflacts the still undiminished

) ;capability of the Co-nunistn to rnisc the level of their operations.

"nlthevoh in the paat half year the Viet Cong had made an over-all gain,

‘, it was still goo enrlyito evaluntg i;a.extent; statistics on the strategic
hamlets vern inco-plnte or contradictory, nnd it ynn-&ifficult to judge
the extent\of damage by the fict Cong; and hoﬁ fnnlthe unfnvornnle trend
of the hanict ptn;ran reflectnd the diffetcnccuﬁétgctn Diem's misinforma-
“tion tndnnnte-:enliltic appraisaln by the new gnﬁérnnent. Thé'iﬁﬁ pi;éf

7 déclnred}

; : : ' On balance,...we do not believe that the situation is
i . S - irreversible, Whilé Viet Cong military capabilities have
I . not diminighed, neither have the government's. Moreover,

: "~ the demvastrated ability of the government to increase its
response to the Viet Cong...hold[s] considerable promise
that the military progress registered against the insur-
. gents prior to mid-1963 will be restored and surpassed
«oesMuch will depend on the ability of the military
leadership to subordinate political and personal differ-
B , . ences, to act with despatch in completing the nev frame-
sy ‘ ’ . “work of government, and to ratuxn full-time to -nnaging
le ~ . the war effort 3

A fnr gloo-ier assecsnent vas presented nt USIB Chree dayl lnter by

the Director of Central Intelligence, John HcCone, folloving his trip to

3. See IV-1: RFE-102, "Trends in the Var Effort in South Vietnam,"
- Becember. 20, 1963 ‘ .

¥



‘,issuth Vietﬁsn j Hsvﬁsi setisss dosbts s$ost ths stability of tht new
governnent and its ability to: continue favorsble war trends. Ihongh
the VC could still be overcoms, be sav nore reason to doubt the outcone
than to be optinistic.‘ On January 27, Secretsry HcNansrs told the -
House Arned Services Counittee that the 8ituation rensinad grave, but
that "the survival of an independent governnent in South Vietnam is s0
important to the security of Southeast Asis and. to the free world that
I can conceive of no slternative other thsn to taka all necessary

‘-nessures within our capability to prevent a Coununist victory. Tvo.
days later, a -ilitary coup led by General ngyen Khanh rsmoved Hinh

4 from power in Saigon.

 ' Riding a Loser: General Xhanh's Reign, January 1964 to Februsry 1965
" On the dsy of the coup, IHR discussed how valid were the concerns

counterinsnrgency.effort,‘snd over the. possibility that thggyinh,govgrnf
nent might seek a negotiated settlenent with Hanoi > INR found no
evidence to suppott Khanh' 8 allegation that thc Minh govarnnent was con-
Bidsring a bilateral settlement with the Horth. It jndged that Khsnh
‘scted from little else thsn personal asbitisn, shd in any cass, INR con-
sidered that Hinh would hsve been more likely to foster nilitsry and

political progress in SVN. Events partially justified this assessment;

4. Minutes of the Meeting: USIB-¥-303, December 23, 1963
5. MM-RFE-64-20, "The Coup in Saigon," January 29, 1964
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_'Khanh failed to restore pblitieal'stability, let alone the momentum of

the war, and could not prové charges of neutralisa against the Dalat
6 ) : . . .

. generals.

» Uﬁder‘khanh, while the military situation failed to improve, the
political situation once more got out of hand. Where Minh had attempted

to forn a governnent of technicians, Khanh (with Us prodding) tried to

'include policical elements as well. The result was that factionalism

',increased,~not only within -ilitary circles, where Khanh was unable to

muster the support Minh had enjoyed but also among civilian elementa,

where cleavage now grew along political as well as religious and regional

. 1ines. Toward US policy his relationship was contradictory. On the one

hand, the US eognitted itself deeply ‘to Khanh'a political survival, and

- he did make efforts to respdnd”to-US reqﬁirements for military performance;
. on the'othef hand, in doing so he relied increasingly on>controls which

" ran head-on into other efforts ﬁhichlehe US was backing to widen the

T

political base of the GVN. And to the extent ‘that Khanh eased controls,

.he permitted the outbreak of local and natioeal‘political struggles, ln

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 A#ril 1964 student demonstrations broke out in Hue, INR

| - o 7
warned that these elements could rally a new wave of dissidence.v In

A ‘August,'INR'believed that the resugption of demonstratioes 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 - o o




4 eonfroqted Khanh with "his most serious challenge to power," to which

A - - - . - 8
conpronise night not prove an effective response. ~Further, the anti—

American 3entiment evident in the denonstrations nay actnally reflect

\ dissatisfaction with US support of Khanh" rather than vith us support
9

- for the war effort.

Al though Khanh 8 restrained response to the demonstrations
probably averted wider violenee, his fragmented severnnent-—a triunritate

of generals--was unlikely to last for long. INR wrote on August 28 that

,'Hinﬁ still retained support within the arned forces "and virtually every

‘sector of the Vietnamese soeiety. Iherefore, Minh vould appear to occupy

more of a popular base for national leadership than any other personality
10
in South Vietnam today. During the next two weeks, the triumvirate

" was disgolved, Hinh was elected Chairman of the new Provicional&Steeriﬁg

Committee (despite US shpport for Khanh), and the Dalat genmerals who had

. supported'Hinh were released and returned td active duty.

One of tha causes of the crisis, IER believed, had been Khanh's cam-

paign to discredit and neutralize Hinh' "Khanh clearly underestimated

8. 1INR's output during the firat 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, February to
July 1964

9. See IV-2: IN, "Nature of the Current Student-Buddhist Demonstra-
tions in South Vietnam," August 24, 1964

10, See IV—3- Iﬁ, "Situation ‘and Immediate Outlook in South Vietnam, "
August 28, 1964
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Hinh'a‘public appeal and ovetestimated his OVn"' however, INR's
further belief that Khanh had "apparently recognized that Minh's con-
11

'tinuing leadership role is essential to [his] own survival" did

not hold up': within days, Khanh forced Minh into exile in B&ngkok.

With Minh gone, INR believed that Khanh 8 position would become

,increasingly shaky. As donbts grev whether anyone in South Vietnam

could provide the -leadership for a successful counterinsurgency

effort, an attempt vas made to imstall a civilian government. A

' proto—legislative body named the High National Council was appointeo
- on Sentenber 26, l964, which elected Pnan_Khnc Suuins Chief of State
.on October 24f. Suu in turn chose Tran Van Huong as Premier. When
Ather Huong'cabinet was faced .with’a. similar round of disorders, INR

noted'that demonstrations had become contests for the representation .

of conflicting interests rather than protests against specific govern—

 ment controls or acts. Hov, even with the support of the military and

- the High Hational Council, political stability could not be restored

unless the competing forces feel some confidence that the composition

of the cabinet reflects their‘own interests and aspirations. Given

—-4 éucn'COnfidence, it is possible that Huong could survive as the leader

of a reconstituted cabinet. Withoutuit there ie little hope that any

- successor government, civilian or nilitary, could maintain effective

12

power for long."

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

12.  See IV-5: IN, "Political Crisis in Saigon," November 27, 1964




;n;any case, INR beiieved_the:evidence:fclearly'indicates thet

hie [Kpanhds] support [for the Huong government] is not firxe;"l3 _when
Khanh provedhthese fears tc be jeetified by diseolvicg the Council on
December 19, 1964, despite strong us snpport for a civilian government,
VINR predicted that the uove could have ' very dangeroua repercussions

by giving the Buddhists an exploitable issue they had heretofore
lacked in their confrontation with Huodg.l‘ Leter,_INR suggested that
the Buddhists might even receive support from the army in ‘their attempt
-to overthrow ﬁucng.ls And when Khanh removed Suu and Huong on January
27 1965 in direct violation of an agreement to consult Anbaasador
Johnson before making any further moves, INR concluded that Khanh's
":actionsrhadr"seriously reduced if not alnqstrelininated any public
’reseect for US political advice or for thoee who accept it...and pose
the serious question whether Khanh has conaidered an'alternative course,
i.e., a uegotiated neutralist' solution for South Vietnam" Efan ironi-
vcal counterpart to Khanh's original allegations against Minh (see

note 5 above)

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

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

15. See IV-8 IN, "Where Are the Vietnamese Buddhists Heading?"
January 22, 1965 4

‘16, See IV-9: MM-RFE-65-22, “Ihe Situation in South Vietnam: the
Quiet Coup," January 27, 1965




On February 3, INR estimated that "the, forces against Khanh are
strong enough to depose himﬁ provided they remained united. l? A fort-
night later, an attempted military coup failed to set up a new

/governnent but ita repercussions in the Armed Forces Council forced
Khanh torresign from that body and, ehortly thereafter, to depart
“ fron the?country. ' -

| Just before Khanh was overthrown, the Armed Forces Council.had
‘set up a new cabinet headed by Buddhist Phan Huy Quat which survived
jthe change. Hith the establishment of the new cabinet INR speculated
that "South Vietnam 8 two most powerful forces, the military and
Buddhist leadershipe, appear to have arrived at a working relationship
fthat may be the opening of a new phase in South Vietnamese politics.
Hovever, INR varned the personal ambitions of leading Buddhists and
generals alike were 8uch that "none of them would hesitate at a propi-
tious moment to sacrifice political stability to his desire for personal
7 power." 18 ‘ ‘

Inpessence, INR viewed the Khanh era as inherently nnstable.
Khanh's greatest asset was hiaipossesaion of offiee,_but he lacked a
solid base, whether in faetional adherents,'institutional baeking, or
popular trust. ‘US prodding and his .own problems led him to broaden

the government's base to include eivilians.v The explosive factionalism

of the period, to be aure, and his own efforts to bold power in so

17. See IV-10: MM, "Ismediate Prospects in Saigon," February 3, 1965

18. See IV-11l: 1IN, "South Vietnam's New Cabinet: Posaible Portent of
Greater Stability," PFebruary 17, 1965




unsettled a situation'generated great difficulties and led to damag-

ing reversals of policy. Honetheless while the agitation and

}pressures that finally cverthrew Khanh reflected ‘his owm weaknesses,

- INR also saw in these forces manifestationa of a strong underlying

demand for a more democratic, regponsive government.

.In other words, 'INR was suggesting, the contest for political.

power between non-Comnunist elements in South Vietnam had now super-
" seded their concern for the war effort,against the Viet Cong. Nor
- was the contest any ionger limited to personalities in and out of the
’ Saigon'civil;-iiitary bnreeucracy,~ In early February, a‘SRIh to which
" INR had contributed nuch'of the substance held'thqt there was now -
-under way inASouth Vietnan a genuine'social and political revolution

\anong non—Communist elements, distinct and apart fron the contest with

19
the Communists,

20

Ihe War and the4Question of Infiltration 7
The pelitical disarra& that followed Khanh's coun and the revela-
tion that Diem's statisticsvof progrens had been deliberately nisleuding
swung the pendulum of Washington opinion from guarded optinisu to 7
pessinisn regarding the outcome of the war. Indeed, the pendulum swung

so far that INR, vhich had been less optimistic than the consensus

19. SNIE 53-65, "Situation and Short—Term Prospects in South Vietnam,

February 4, 1965. Parts of this Estimate appeared in George A.
‘Carver, Jr., "The Real Revolution in South Vietnam," Foreign
Affairs Quarterly, vol. 43, no. 3, April 1965

- 20. .Fnr more detailed version, see Special Annex I .
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'regarding military progress before Diem fell was nov less pessiaistic

than ‘the consensus about the general outlook and less concerned about

" the possibility of a South Vietnanese collapse.

Deficiencies in the accuracy, standardization, and relevance of

’operational statistics on the;var in the South were largely overcome

through‘closer cooperation between the US and GVN and a‘greater us
participation invtherwar. Statistics regarding external support for

the insurgency, however, remained inconplete and unreliable because

rassets'vere lacking to acquire them,rprisoners were inefficiently

exploited and there was am inherent lag, usually of 6 nonths, between :
infiltration and detection. Views diverged increasingly over the

impact and extent of external support, and this iggue gajped inpottance

. as 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 on the North.
' Estinates in 1964 of infiltration for previous years based on evi-
dence available were roughly as follovs.

1959-60 4,500

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

Lacking its own independent sources of information, 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 8 intentions.




20 -

In December 1963, INR maintained the position that the sources\
for estimating external support-vere still inadequate and could be
improved. Hhat figures were available fron HACV’ahowed a lower number
Aof infiltrators 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 indigenoua recrnitment. The sharp
increase in Viet ‘Cong activities following Diem' 8 downfall stemmed
from strength gradually accumulated rather than from any recent upsurge
in infiltration.21 | 7

Ihe question of infiltration assumed new dinensiona in the early
summer of 1964 when Khanh began to claim publicly that a major build-up
©of Comnuniat forces in Sonth Vietnam included regular units of the NVA,
‘He threatened a "Harch North" in retaliation. MACV ingfact reported
- that Viet Qong‘activity had increased in the'northern provinces and
“that two'recently cantured:Viet Cong had.provedito be native~North Vietf
‘namese rather than, like prisonera capturedvhitherto, South Vietnamese
regrouped to the North after the settlement of 1954.A INR still main- :
‘tained however, that the increased strength in men and weapons now
being reported was the result of past infiltration rather than a recent
increase. Like MACV, INR contended.thac the appearance of North
: Vietnamese among the Viet‘Cong did not signify the introduction of

regular NVA units. Moreover, "INR felt that Hanoi wished to avoid

provoking" Us escalation. thus, "in addition to the absgence of proof

21.  See IV-12: MM-RFE-63-171, “Viet Cong Infiltrationm," December 10,
11963 . : , SR




to support GVN charges, the logic.of the present situation suggeste
" that North Vietnam is unlikely to introduce regular units into the.
.South except in response to US escalation lest such a move would pro-~
g vide an excuse for our widening the war." 22
INR further suggested that, whereaa Khanh night well have

believed that Hanoi had infiltrated units in reaction to US threats

to extend the war, it was "also possible. that Khanh haa taken advantage
of this evidence...to strengthen pressuresrfor an early eecalation of
“the war." - Operating from a difficult nilitary and(polltieal position
':at none nedwould'be avarevthat the "direct comnitment by the United
A . States that would be required for a move north would obviously strengthen
rKhanh's prestige and political poaition. W

The GVN continued to claim 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. On October 8, the US Press Attache in Saigon
stated publicly. that there had been an increase in infiltration during

1964. With no independent source of information, INR reviewed the °

22. See IV-13: 1IN, "Khanh's Claims on Increased North Vietiamese -
Infiltration," July 17, 1964.. The "logic" of the situation

changed in August after the Tonkin Gulf incidents. INR then sug- ‘

gested that Hanoi might introduce regular units as needed to
bolster VC operations, in part as proof that it would not..

' capitulate under pressure. (See page 24; also IV—32. IN, .
"Hanoi Uses Journalist to Ward Off Further Attacks,”™ Angust 18,
1964)

23, See IV-13: id.




concluded there was

~

‘intelligence available ;s‘df October 12, and

"no eyaidaéédVevidence.{.that.infilttatidﬁ ffon NorthAVietnan into
~ South Viétnaéibég;beeq ééepped g§ recently." Nor was there yetj;ny 4
~evidence to supfért‘Khanh's claim tﬁaﬁ regular gnitsnéf fhe HVA were
present;.paﬁive ﬁorthérners had been ﬁrained'by the NVA and sﬁbse—
Quénély infiltrated as iﬁdividualé or smali groupﬁ to be encgdred.in
vC units.z‘ | | | |
In mid—dctober MACV reported that native Nor?hernersm;ccounted
<ifor the largef bart of the.sharply increased flow. INR felt that.the
new ia;erialé yadé évai;éble by MACY did indeed:indicatg increased.
; infiltratiﬁﬁ in 1964, but that they éoul& not be used to pin-point the
‘ nﬁnﬁgrs nor fo(érove Khanh's claim about thé)preaence of units from
the Hofth %ietnamese Army.% Even4so, INR notea,>£hé a%ailable evidence
Aid nét place iﬁfiitration in 1964 above ;he lévgls of all earlier |
1 years: there v;sran increase o§er 1963, but the 1964 level seemed to
fgll belov,éhat of 1962.25 |
During'oﬁtpber and November, the Iﬁgelligence Cg-unity maintained

the estimate that Hanol probably would continue to avoid participating

24, See IV-l4: HMN, "Infiltration South Vietnam," October 12, 1964

25. Joint CIA-State-DOD Study of October 31, 1964. By this time, dis-
, parities in the definition of terms and in criteria of evaluation
" among various reporting units had made it impossible to resolve
in Washington conflicting reports on infiltration from MACV, let -
alone differences between MACV and CINCPAC. As a result, a ~
joint State-CIA-DOD committee including a member of INR was sent
to Saigon to reach an understanding on future reporting procedures.




‘more directly'in the war in the South; INR.alone said that NVA units

liprobahly would be sent South if the United Statea began sustained
bombing of the North. The Horth Vietnanese build-up in central and
4southern Laos fron mid-December 1964 into February 1965 was interpreted
by the Intelligence Comnnnity as an effort to secure this vital area
agaiuat increased Lao/US pressure and, possibly, to expand the area

of control there in a new offensive during the dry season. Even in
February, there was no firm evidence that these NVA forces-were
destined for South Vietnam——one problem being the general weakness ofv
our intelligence capability, particularly in southern Laos. Although
the‘possihilitf was raised‘that these NVA troopa might be headed for
South Vietnam, it was held unlikelz,on the basis of evidence as vell :
"~ as theory that Hanoi wished to avoid giving Washington an excuse to
undertake the videly-runored bombing program. - In fact, as was learned
:subsequently, three NVA regiments had arrived‘in South Vietnam by the
end of February,' Thus,'as the final dehate over the program of air—
strikes was under way; it‘vas not known, nor even estimated as likely,
'that hanoi itself had alrggdy prepared to‘escalate, if it had not

already decided to do so.

'Pacification and Sanctuarz

INR addressed itself in May 1964 to the pacification program and

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

26. TFor a more detailed discussion of this problem see Speclal Annex I;
also SNIE 10-65, "Communlst Military Capabilities and Near-Term
" Intentions in Laos and South Vietnam," February 4, 1965.




the situation ‘has shown little_progress | Since the GVN had
4presented the US the opportunity to participate in direction as well
as to advise, INR suggested that.further Us encadrement might be
x reqoired not oni} at the provincial ievel as proposed but also at
the top levels of command and at the lower district level ‘The
obvious political hazards of such us involvemeut could be reduced by
l success and more inportantly by the manner in which working procedures
“’vere establighed. "On. balance ..the gains of this course outweigh
its liaoilities’uoder existing circumstances 27 ~
Aithough ailoviag that the introdactioa of annitions from
Cambodia haa probably increased in 1963, INR maintained the position
it had held Bince 1962 that their use of Cambodia was of limited sig-
nificance to the Viet Cong.28 Ia a review of the situation, INR
concluded that both the advantages and the disadvantages of some form
of DN presence -on the Cambodian border would be insufficient to warrant

29 -
the US preseing or resisting-such a proposal.

VNegotiations——Prospects and Perils
During most'of'thia period, the US considered the'situation in the
. South to be so- precarious that any diminution ofrthe total war effort——

let alone a political settlement involving neutralization—-would provide

27. See IV-15: MM-RFE-64-125, “Encadrement of United States Advisors
in Vietnam," May 30, 1964 V .-
©28. See IV-16: MM-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
V Border," May 15, 1964 o . '
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For their part, the Connnnista'ﬁeld_the public position that no settle- -

- to drop its comnitment to Saigon gracefully.

. the ¢omnunists with ultimate 1f not immediate control over South Vietnaa.

A ment would be possible until the. US had vithdrawn.

In January 1964 INR noted that ‘both Hanoi and the HLF had since

Dien s downfall dropped the subject of an international conference to

_ neutralize South Vietnam, and estimated that Hanoi would be unlikely in

tthe near future to pursue neutralization unleaa the Viet Cong appeared

to be stalemated or, alternatively, 'it appeared that the Viet Cong was

" in-a sufficiently strong bargaining position nnd that Washington wished

" Under the second alterma-

tive, “the North Vietnanese vould insist on NFLSV participation and on

parallel internal talks to forn a coalition government. While deacti-

:vating but not disbanding the Viet Cong organization, Hanoi and the

- NLFSV would frustrate'any“effeetive international'neans_of control.

This fornula would be viewed as an interin‘step toward reunification under
Hanoi's auspices.
By the late sumner of 1964, prospects in the South had growa so

dim that some authorities in the US Government felt the situation could

" be salvaged only with a respite from Communist 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' journalisats

. reported statements from Wilfred Burchett and a North Vietnamese official

in Phnom Pemh to the effect that the NLF wae‘ready to negotiate with the

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




- GVN, that reunification could be delayed, and “that US withdrawal could
follow rather than precede the estnblishnent of a neutral. coalition
governnent. INR noted thet theee terns differed fro- thoce of the pnstl
ronly regarding the flexibility alloved for the tining of the US with-.

drtwal A The feelers, INR estimated, "seem uainly intended to encourage

' others to think thnt a negotiated settlement is feasible...and probably

also to smoke out so-e response in Heshington nnd Saigon. Hoting the -

ambiguous authority of the contacts, INR suggested thet these hincl

‘ "may be uade more directly if Hanoi sees a groving threat of US escnla—

tion and an increasing deterioretion of the governnent ponition in. the

) Soutn."3% Lnter, in reviewing Edgnr Snow's account of his interview with

Hao in Janunry 1965 INR auggelted thet, while the Chinese were more

positive townrd negotiations than they had been in the past Mao's hints

of flexibility on a2 US nilitnry presence in South Vietnam appeared
intended more to forvard the prospect of 2 conference than to outline
possible concessions.Bz' |

Folloving the two retaliltory ltrikes on Febrnary 7 and 8, 1965,

" -INR noted that both Hnnoi and Peking had privately nade the point that

33
they could not call for a conference undeL US threats of escalatiom.

31. See 1IV-19: IN-MM-RFE~64-244, Co-nuniats Hint Interest in South
. Vietnam Settlenent," Novenber 20, 1964 :

32. See 1IV-20: » "™ao Tse—tung Discusses Possible Conference on
Vietnam,"" Februnry 12, 1965

33. See IV-20: id.




However, INR interpreted an article of Februarf 14 in Khan Dan ban

;'to mean that "the North Vietnamese may perhaps be reconsidering their
prenious reluctance to join any - conference on'Vietnam. 3
As this period ended INR reviewed the Communist positiona on

negotiations. It observed that Hanoi had maintained some flexibility
but "eeemn very sensitive...to the fact that any interest in negotiations
might be interpreted as a sign of weakness and as indicating an intention
Ato call off the Viet Cong." » The evidence available could not support

- even tentative conclusions about what might be gained or lost by negoti-
. ating.3§' iﬁR also observed that, to the extent the Communists showed

' flexibilitf,'thej night merely be4hoping to stave off US escalation_vith—

out making any concessions.

" To Bomb or Hot‘to Bomb—-ﬁo Decision’
The first eignificant review of the ramifications that might spring
from actions against the North was undertaken in late February 1964 by

the Department's Policy Planning Council (S/P). ;Tne Council asked INR

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

35. See IV-22: MM-RFE-65-63, "Peiping-Ranol Attitudes Toward Negoti—-
' ations," February 23, 1965 .

36. It was not until mid—Harch after the bombing began, that INR learned
(and then only fragmentarily) that U Thant had communicated to
Ambassador Stevenson Hanoi's September agreement (through the
Russians) to meet US representatives in Rangoon; no agenda were

" outlined, and Washington's final negative reply was not given
to Thant until January 1965. ' .




'andrCIA]ONE‘to contribute thoughts onlCommunist reactions and howf
some factors; suchvas'fear‘pf_theAthnese and’control overithe Viet
Cong, might affect'Hanoi's behavior.;‘S/P asked as'a'key issue whether
.‘or not Hanoi could put'an end to the conflict if it chose. 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.' 37 -

'v 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]
nwould 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,' and it seemed ”more likely" that the DRV "might
-greatly heighten its support of Ve and Pathet Lao- efforts to take over
theilr countries. % As for the ability of North Vietnam to carry on
under bombing, INR was clear, saying that pin—pointed bombing would .
seriously—-if not critically--affect the urban economy...[but] by
reliance on the self—sufficient agricultural life of:the villages it is
likely'that basic economic life would go‘oniand necessary support for

: “ 37
the regime's military and governmental structure would be maintained."

. 37. See IV-23: INR/CIA Contribution to S/P Paper,uFebruary 27, 1964

38, See IV-24: id.
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The paper saw considerable likelihood that the Communists would

opt for political action, including pressure to reconvene the Geneva
Conference, with~the object of "foreatalling US action." Since this

objective would be met simply hy convening a conference, we doubt

" that either Peiping or Hanoil would make any significant concessions

39
for an overall aettleaent...." :

Evaluation of Hanoi's and Peking's Policies

The. overthrow of Diem and the Viet Cong 8 relatively poor success
in taking advantage of it provoked policy reappraiaals in Hanoi. In

January 1964, it was revealed that the Central Connittee had met in-

- December 1963 and adopted militant, pro—Chinese positions on issues in

the Sino-Soviet conflict. In addition, as the Intelligence Community

learned gradually and belatedly, the leaderahip at this meeting also

opted for a more aggressive effort in the South probably contemplating

" even then that they might have to gsend in Horth Vietnanese army units,

if they did not actually decide to do so. In uid-February 1964, INR

analyzed.a spate of North Vietnamese articles concerning the Vietnan

. conflict: all seemed to rule out diplomatic action in favor of incessant

military pressure in the South, and one called for greater contributions
to the war effort by North Vietnan. INR interpreted one article as
evidence that Hanoi would in the face of prolonged US involvenent in-
crease its participation with nanpower and materiel, but that its

leaders considered vaatly‘increaaed North Vietnamese participation in

39, See IV-25: id.




the South particularly vith regular units not only unnecessary but

unwise.' A similar view was shared by the Intelligence Coumunity in
40

'an estimate of March 4 on North Vietnam: "We believe that Hanoi will

not undertake an invasion or even a major covert commitment of DRY

military units, we gee no indication that the DRV leaders are disposed

.. to stimulate draatic US counteraction." The SNIE held that Hanoi night

increase the preasure; bnt would confine the effort‘to steps such as an
increase in VC aggressiveness supported by better and heavier weapons
‘and including heightened terrorisu in the cities., |

| INR also felt that Hanoi was genuinely concerned that the United
.States might carry the war to North Vietnam, and it believed that -
~Hanoi was seekinginutual defense arrangements(vith Peking as well as
: iAassurancea fronVHoacow,-apparently with success in the'first effort nut
failure:in the gecond. 1In mid;April,<INﬁ wrote ofdthe North Vietnamese
r‘regime;s eiforts to prepare its populace'forwpossible:attack and for
' ‘greater support of the war in the‘Southg tne‘first evidence of prepara-
tions“againet‘air attacka wae also reported at this.tine. In gemeral,
.INR interpreted the intelligence on North Vietnan as indicating reactions

. to threatened US retaliation rather than policy initiatives generated by

Hanoi.

- 40, This estimate, SKIE 14.3-64, was used by CIA and INR to focus atten—~
tion on the generally poor state of intelligence reporting on
. 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 committee with INR's active participation, and
"considerable improvement did occur.




Washington 8 "signals" and semi—official press "leaks" provoked

varnings and defiance not only—from Hanoi but also fron Peking, which

VINR discnssed in a number of papers. For exanple, an IN on March 3

"interpreted Peking's expressions of support ‘to suggest Chinese "readiness

to match vague us threatn with parallel political escalation of an
- 41
equally suggestive but threatening nature.

" -Debate over Bombing: _The Second Round

Reneved consideration of attack on the North occurred at Honolulu

in early June 1964, and the propoaal was again rejected. on the'everof
: 42 '

the conference, INR prepared a list of key questions, - which implicitly

denied that the strategy of "winning with bombs" would succeed. The.

Intelligence Community alao was nsked to consider the congequences of

'graduated air and naval attacks against the DRV and Communist-held Laos
© up to strikes (if necessary) on a groving numher of nilitary and
47 eeonomic ‘targets in the DRV." The purpose of the proposal was both to

* induce a major reduction of Viet Cong activityrand to persuade Hanoi to

resnect the Geneva Agreement in Laos. In South Vietnam, increased

mlilitary aid was envisaged as well as the introduction of "substantial

' additional US personnel infused in GVN military and administrative

. establishments."

41, See IV-26: 1IN, "Peipiné Expresses 'Unqualified Support' for North

. Vietnam but Awoids Specifics," March 3, 1964

42, See Iv-27: Heno to Acting Secretsry, "Key Questions with Respect
to Action Against North Vietnam," May 20, 1964
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Responding‘with a Special‘Netional Intelligence Eotinate, the
Community eetimated that, initially, Hanoi would seek a conference and
might reduce the level of the insurrections in;order to end the US

ractions.E The USIB nas unable‘to set any meaningful odds for the course
‘ ;hich the North Vietnamese might follow ifrthe attecks were broadened
in spite of this effort, but "incline[d] to the view that they would
lower their terms for a negotiated settlement. + Nevertheless, there
would be ' a significant danger that they would fight, believing that the
: US would still not be willing to undertake'a major ground war, or that,
;if it was, it could'ultimately befdefeated by the methods ehich were
successful against the French." | 7
The ﬁstimate emphasized-Peking'a‘caution in risking open hostilities
with the United States and with a confidence never seen again, concluded
that there would probably not be high risk of Chinese Communist ground
intervention unless ggjgg_US/GVN ground units had moved well into the
DRV or Communist-held areas of northern Laos, or possiblz the Chinese
;had committed their air [force] and: had subsequently suffered attack on
'CCAF bases in China. “ The USIB did not think there was much risk that

Peking would commit its air force.

43. See IV-28: SNIE 50-2-64, "Probable Consequences of Certain US
Actions with Respect to Vietnam and. Laos," May 1964. Curiously
. the body of the paper did not use such an optimistic formulationm,
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 IV-28: id. -Emphasis‘added.




The SHIE also addressed itself to the queation of the longer-
range‘consequences of the proposed actions. A “clear-cut success
(which it 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 conaequencesiof the‘US action were
ambiéuousuor unsuccessful, there éould almost certainly be a strong
tendency for norale and discipline in South Vietnan and Laos to
deteriorate rapidly-—perhaps more rapidly than if the us had not begun

Vite intensified eftort. Such deterioration would be felt generally .
.throngh:non-Connnnist Asia.fés

INﬁ obeerved in a numberfof papers that Hanol gave every indica-
tion of being prepared to risk some retaliation in pressing the attack
‘in South Vietnam. In June, INR reported North Vietnamese counterthreats
that US attacks on the North vonld trigger an all-out Viet Cong drive, -
and noted that Northern'preparations ageinst air attacks and raids by
aéents had been intensified.‘ :

4 INR~also believed that the Chinese Communists, eeriously concerned
about the US noves; were ""determined to respond initially at a gimilar

‘ verbal level, without overreacting belligerently.r INR analpzed the
escalating Chinese verbal threat on several occasions in July; it viewed
Peking's statements as an effort to deter the United States by raising

the likelihood of Chinese involvement in response to US action against

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

45. See IV-28: id.
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course of action. INR took the Chinese ﬁarhings more seriously than .

~ did most other intelligence agenciea, and felt that the statements
'also "probably reflected "an actual commitment" made by the Chinese

to Hanoi "under which they undertake in at least general terms to
. 46 -
assist the DRV." .

_ 47
The Tonkin Gulf

Altﬁough INR attributed to éanoi a hatd position on conpronise-
and a strong determination to>w1a in the South, it felt that Hanoi
would avoid a clearcut provocatioa whieh'couldAtrigger American-air
attacks against‘toe North, ' Thus IHR——as‘vell as the rest of the Intelli-
éence>Coemunity—-waa unprepared.for tﬁe August incidents in the Tonadn
Gulf. ' | o

It was posaible to explaia the August.Z'attack on the Maddox as a
>retaliation for an action oa'July 30-3i by QVN forces as part of-their‘
_covert -atitime oéefationsA(MAROP), aad INR suggested that Hanol may have
viewed the ﬂaddox‘patrol as a follow-up to that raid. Moreover, INR
>warned:'~“1t seens likely that such a coincidence of cperations may again ,

. 48
_ provoke limited DRV acts of military retaliation. Another explanation,

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

47. See Special Annex II for greater detail

48. See Special Annex II. As INR learned later, there had been another
‘ covert maritime action on August 3-4, although this time even far-
ther from the area of the Haddox—Turner Joy patrol. Thus, this
assessment-—and warning--may have proved valid, although given
.Hanoi's position that the Turmer Joy/Maddox was a US hoax, there
is no evidence that Hanol drew the connection. ~




:iIHR suggested may have been that Hanoi wanted to- demonstrate that it

vould not be faced down by American threats._ This notive w0uld explain
the decision Hanoi seems to have -ade to skirnish with the Maddox and .
the Turner Joz on the night of.August 4, after President Johnson's
warning of,the day before against further incidents.A INR reasoned that

Hanoi's leaders probably ielt'they must elther act again or risk

appearing coved by'US pressure. Chinese statements and patterns of

behavior indicated to’INR that,‘far from urging'restraint on Hanoi in

the interim between the two incidents, Peking, if consulted, was l‘m:e

49

u.likely" to have supported Hanoi's aggressive decision. This analysis,

‘ of course, assumed that the second incident had been a deliberate North

Vietnanese attack INR concluded at the time that it had and maintained

- this judgment shortly thereafter in a review of the incidents. In

response to questions raised in 1967 over the episode, INR produced -

another study which found that the evidence availahle——although circum-

stantial-—supported this conclusion.

When the us ordered retaliatory strikes, INR prepared a memorandum
. : 50
for the Secretary outlining 1ikely reactions. = It predicted that the

Horth Vietnanese would defend themselves to the linit of their capabilities

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

Further, IBR felt that the main counter-reprisals would occur in the

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

50. See IV-31: Hemorandum for the Secretary, "Probable Foreign
Reactions to the US Strike," August 4 1964




South in the form of increeéed VC activity, since “Hamoi will be .under

strong pressure to demonstfate'thatlthe attacks on the North will not
.. halt Qiet:Coné eetion.if."H Peking's reaction, the peper held, would

be directed towerd denonetrating itelsupport ann raising pressures
against iurther escalation whiierleaving room for negotiations or
further gradnated respénsee as deemed necessary. Altnongh INR misjudged
in assuming that Peking wonld publicize its eetions,vthe'paper did pre-
| dict correctly thet the Chineee would send to North Vietnam jet aircraft
and gnound anti—aircraft eqnipment; toéether with advisers. INR did not
envisage ground movements into North Vietnan, but did suggest that

Peking "would communicate evidence of nobilizing moves within Chinaf to

- bulld "concern over the threat of ground intervention."

Afterueth of Tonkin: BHanoi and Peking Uarn Against Escalatiou

Soon thereafter, INR reported efforts by Hanoi 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
- "Hanoi will probably increase covert infiltration, possibly including
some recular units for later use if needed.” > INR felt that the North

Vietnamese leaders expected new attacks on the Nnrth,lparticularly\if

" the GWN position further deteriorated, and that they favored increased

51. See IV-32: 1IN, "Hanoi Uses Journalist to Ward Off Further Attacks,"
August 18, 1964 . o .
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Viet Cong operations rather than any stand-dosm. Chinese warnings

-also were more threatening, though typically imprecise.. INR feit that
'both Hanol and Peking had advanced ‘their contingency preparations for
action in the event a new crisis arose.‘ INR reported “tentative indica—
tions" of Chinese preparations for greater‘involvenent.53

What might ‘have become a second Tonkin Gulf crisis occurred on
September 18, when another DeSoto patrol vessel going back for the first
Ltime since the August affair, reported it was under attack The bnlk of
‘IHR 8 vork on this incident was done in speciel channels. There was
h considerable controversy over whether or not,the encounternactualiy
happened. In any event, the despatch of thenpatrol had not been coordi-
nated throngh inteliigence channels, evenlthough the nission vaa.A
osteneibly justified as intelligence collection, and INR learned of .the -
;Ean only after it had been approved. 'Atter the incident, INR questioned.
4 the vaine ot the patrola in iight of the risks and also becanse other
‘meang were anailahle to collect much the sane intelligence, In late

November, when the Pentagou again proposed that the DeSoto patrols be

resumed, INRAsimiiarly questioned their worth in light of the'riaks;

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

53. See Specilal Annex III
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indeed, the resumption of such patrols "may very well trigger an incident

either through design or nutual niscalculation vhich could face us vith

- 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 Community in a SHIE published in October 1964.56
" In the initial stages, USIB held, the Communists "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
B intelligence agencies except INR "inclined to the view" that Hanoi's

‘leaders vould order a temporary halt in Viet Cong attacks, would ' press
for a negotiated cease-fire in the South and try to prowmote an inter- |
national conference albeit vithout making any meaningful concessions.
1.Ihese agencles did, hovever, agree in the SKIE that there was substantial
danger" that Hanol vould react aggressively, INR went further and in a
footnote expressed its belief that North- Vietnam w0uld“ choose the
aggressive course. INR expected Hanol to feel that the prize to be won
by “"all-out attacks“ would outweigh ~any danage to be suffered from con-
tinued air_attacks, and that any concessions would only invite furtner
| strikes and'at the same time undermine Viet Cong morale; INR therefore
predicted that North Vietnam "would carry on the fight and proceed to

o send its own armed forces on a 1arge scale to Laos and South Vietnam."

54. See IV-33: SNIE 10-3-64, "Probable Commumist Reaction to Certain
US/GVN Courses of Actiom,' October 9, 1964




USIB agreed thst if the aggressive course were pnrsued the Chinese
would "probably" introducev"limited numbers of Chinese ground troops.
' j"both to prepare for further escalation and to make clear Peking's com-
‘mitment to assist tbe Horth Vietnamese. The Estinste expressed "doubt"
- that Peking would commit units of its air foree. It still argued,‘though
more cautiously than in the spring, that there vould not be a "high rigk"
that Chinese forces would be introduced on a "large scale" unless "major
' US/GVN ground wnits" had moved to.' occupy4 areas of the DRV-or Communist—g
held northern Lass, or "Possibly" unless the Chisese ha& committed air
units and suffered retaliatory attacks. 'As in May, USIB held that if‘the
bombing sscceeded in‘hslting ostside surporc, the effect would be only
to gain :im; for the US to continue iCB'efforts eo establish a "viable
-regime“ in the South and to deal with the “indigenous Viet Cong insurgency,
~ this time USIB did not address itself to the consequences if the program

-failed.

The Situsrion Reappraised

A major revies'of the Vietnsmxsituation,was undertaken in dctober and
{November of 1964. The basic policy study, prepared by Assistant Secretaries
Bundy and Hchughton, favoredra program of rapid strikes against the North
as riskler but more likely to scsieve Us objectives than a graduated
egscalation. The papers viewed even slow escsiacion as preferable tou
doing "more of the.same," because even if the escalstery course ended in .
:theuloss of South Vietnam, "our,having;takeﬁ~s£ronger 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 im the next line of defense in

_ Asia." This judgment stood in marked contrast to the conclusion of the A

55
May SNIE.

"In commenting, t Mr., Bundy s request, on the paper 's discussion of
graduated escaletion (without having the rest of the study) INR reiterated

its judgment that Hanoi vould respond eggressively and that Chinege ground

" units might be introduced into North Vietnam. It aleo expressed concern

about the plan's position'against negotiations in the early stages,

because if we later agreed to negotiate we would make it appear that we

Vwere negotiating from weakness and as a result of failure to achieve_

Hanoi's subniasion.' INR proposed, ‘but never received a response to, still

another approach' that the US~position a strike—force in the South China

Sea (including ‘some Harines at DaNang), and occupy some strong—points in

Laos to sefeguard the ﬂekong. Thesge . moves, INR felt, would strengthen the
US commitment and threaten escalation "to increase Hanoi's incentive to
negotiate on our terms without setting us irrevocably on an escalatory

56

course we might not be_prepared to carry through.

In this late Fall of 1964, the Intelligence Community also was

-asked for its views on the situation in South Vietnam, and for estimates

of the likely effects of and reactions to escalations of the war as

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

A56. See 1V-34: MM-REA-64-236, fComnent on Draft Analysis of 'Option C',"

November 10, 1964




outlined in the Bundy-HcNaughton paper. 7 This effort was limited to
CIA, DIA and INR, which formed a working group of the National Security
Council chaired by CIA's ONE After many drafting sessions, a joint
.paper emerged with two footnoted dissents by INR.58 The paper saio

that noveshin the lower range of the Option for escalation, meaning air

o strikes against selected targets, aerial mining of certain DRV ports,

Jand the inposiug of a naval quarantine blockade, "probably" would

cause the DRV to "make some moves toward apparent compl:Lam:e“'59 but not’
: to make "any early significant concessions." Under these circumstances,
DIA and}éIA‘"doubted" that Peking would commit units of its air‘foree,

- but INR footnoted its view that "increasingli severe U.S. strikes above
the 19th pareilel wouldvprobably evoke the employment over North Vietnam
:'-of Chinese eir from Chineserbnses."k All agreed that this action would
"probably"Hoecur in response to the upper level of graduated escaiation
finclueed nnder "Optton C"——attnckeron tne’balanoe of the 94 targets on

the JCS "1ist" and operations to seize coastal lodgments in the DRV.

57. The Intelligence Community was never asked to consider the conse-
quences of continuing with "more of the same" sorts of US actiom,
nor did INR explore it independently. However, RFE told the
Director that the prospects did not seem as barren as described
in the Bundy paper and also commended a paper written by Robert
"Johnson of S/P, giving the case for this option to Assistant
Secretary Buady. : 4

58. See IV-35: INR/CIA/DIA, November 26, 1964

59, INR did not formally disagree with this proposition, although in
earlier drafts it had repeated the estimate it had recorded in a
footnote to the October SNIE, that North Vietnam was more likely
to react aggressively to. the middle as well as. the upper ranges of
the actions contemplated under "Option C."




éiA ehd DIA felt thet,‘duriné:this:éhase of the eecaletion proéramé
Hahoi vould inerease its efforte—to ;eéotiate 1f feking'had refrained
‘from extreme rescue measures' ——presumably neaning large—scale interven-
tion in North Vietnam or Laos. The course of events in the South?
) however, was seen as the primar}.factor that yedld'determine Hanoi's
speed in reaehing a settleeent. 'In a second footnote, INR disagreed
with CIA and DIA on the Chinese iseue.' INR reascned that Peking
“would feel it necessary to aeeure Henoi of its support and_to come to
Hanoi's assistanceias the situation requiredf and that; therefore,
"there 1s a greater chance" that the DRV would "fight on," involving a
considerable risk" of an invasion of South Vietnam or Laou. )
The joint paper also considered the likely response in South Vietnam.
.The participants agreed that there would be initial elation and a boost
| in South Vietnamese morale bet that it “veuld‘almost certainly quicklyl
"wane...if the war seemed to drag on despite the new US moves, and
especially if the VC were able to increase their military and terrorist
‘presshres.'ﬁo The paper‘pointed to the likely adverse political
reaction elseehere in the world but.dropped the final, prophetic warning
U of anheariier draft that "the verst situation of all would be...if the
'US” engaged in extended and severe actrons against Xorth Vietnam and then’

failed in its major objective of establishing a riable and laetingAnon-

_communist regime in the South."

' 60. See IV-35: INR/CIA/DIA, November 26, 1964
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INR's views on the risk of Chinese intervention were based on -

Chinese warnings and evidence of uilitary preparations. INR still
thought that the warnings reflected a generalized commi tment not tied

to any specific course, but felt the military moves pointed to involve-

‘ment in air defenae. Most ocminous hard_intelligence was the discovery

that the Chineae vere constructing on a priority basis an airfield at
Ningming just a few milea from the North Vietnameee border' its location

made more sense for operationa over North Vietnam than ~over. China where

. 1t simply duplicated the coverage of another field INR concluded that

conattuction of this airfield, taken together with recent deployments of

'Chinese jet fighters to South China and evidence of Sino—North Vietnamese

' air defenae cooperation, "strongly suggests" that the Chinese "nay be

preparing to provide air defense for the Hanoi-Haiphong area against
posaible Us air attacka "61 '

INR'a estimate of North Vietnam' 8 intentiona remained much the same
aalin the fall. In late January 1965, INR noted evidence that the North .

Vietnamese were less worried over the imminence of direct attacks, but

believed that they "view this as a distinct possibility againat which

'-they havelbeen'preparing their defenaes since early last spring; while

making it clear that the. prospect of such attacks is not leading them to
: 62

" alter their plana for South Yietnam." " The rest of the Intelligence

Community, in a SNIE on February 4,implicitly supported this position,

61, MM-RFE-64-257, "New Chinese Communist Airfield Near North Vietnam,

November 28, 1964. See also Special Annex III,

62. See IV-36: MM-RFE-65-27, "Hanoi Propagandavon Us Operations,"
. January 29, 1965 : ) :




‘Escalation Reconsidered and Approved

A systenatic program of air strikes was again considered at the
»highest levels as the South Vietnamese military and political situation
Vdeteriorated further, and particularly after the US made strikes against

the North on February 7 and 8 in retaliation for Communist attacks on
Pleiku and several other us installations.r Presidential Assistant
rHcGeorgelhundy wrote in a uemoraudumAfrom Saigon for the President on
February 7 that "without aew US action, defeat appears inevitable."
_Bundy's nission recomeended a program of "graduated and continuing
reprisal" the most promising course available. Acknowledging that
the cogtg in American air losses vould be "gignificant" and that At -
would be Y1likely" eventually to‘require "an extensive and costlj effort
against the whole air defense systen of North Vietnan, the report never-
theless considered the program cheap -when measured against the costs of
‘defeat and ' even if it fails to turn the tide;-as it may--the value of
the effortlseems to us to exceed its cost.” The Bundy mission speculated
that the chances for success might be sonewhere between 25 and 75 percent.
The memorandun held that even if it failed, the progran would dampen
"criticism that the United States had not done all it could and would
‘challenge the sanctuary principle thus helping to deter future Communist
insurgency. It did not discuss the possible need for US ground forces.

Although the long-tern 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—-"in the minds of




the South Vietnamese and in the ninds of the Viet Cong cadres. It

a predicted an . immediate increase in optinisu among non—Communist Southern—
ers which would offer ‘an opportunity for increasing American leverage:
and which "could vell" increase the readiness—of Vietnamese factions to
join in a more effective government. ‘In a memorandun of February 10, INR
cowmented on the weaknesa of thie argument, quoting the November joint
CIArDIA—State paper which unanimously concluded that the initial elation
in the South would be followed by a serious'let-down if the-bombing pro-
gram'failed to lead quicklyvto success against‘tne Viet Cong.

"The INR comments also noted that the report omitted any consideration
:of Chinege Communist reactionsf‘.INR cited recent judgments of the Intelli-
rgence Conmunity that the Chinese were likely to involve thenselnes at some
. stage of the escnlntory process.l INR also pointed out the Intelligence
‘Comnunity 8 more pessinistic treatment of free world reaction. Bundy s
memo considered only briefly.the impactlon Hanoi's "will " and INR's
_ comment did not nention its own doubts or those of the Intelligence Com-
munity regarding the effectiveness of boubing in this regard.
After the Bundy memo, two more SNIEs were produced on Communist
_ reactions .to a 3ystematic bombing program. The first Estimate, published
on February ll,63 dealt at length witn Soviet reactionm, predicting'diplo-
. matic pressure and military assistance and seeing about an even chance
that some SA-2 installations would be provided. ‘Banoi, it was estimated,

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

 but the‘chences of a reduction would improve if the US persevered and

63. See IV-37:  SNIE 10-3-65, "Communist Reactions to Possible US Actions,




'inflicted increasing damage on North Vietnam.. INR took‘no footnote to .
this rather optimistic view, which conflicted with ‘both its previous
stand and the position taken a week later. USIB concluded that’there
was a’"fair chance that limited numbers ot Chinese ground forces
would be introduced into North Vietnam, but the majority thought that,
‘even if 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. ihe
t.Estimate said that Peking "might" react to strikes against northern

North Vietnam with fighters from Chinese bages; continuing to take a
more alarnistvsiew of~Chinese moves and of the:evidence of Sino-DRV _
cooperation, INd felt that China "would probsbly" do so.

A supplemental Estinate a weekelater dealt sith thchonaequences of
limited "tit—for—tat" strikes and of a declared, sustained program of
boabing.64 There vas general agreement that the first course would have
little effect. On the gecond course, all participants except INR
repeated their prediction in the October SNIE that it vask"nore likely"
that Hanoi nould make some concession to obtain a respite, without com-
..pletely abandoning support for the Viet Cong, than that it would opt for
increasing the level of warfare. 'INR disagreed .considering that the
increase was more likely, and that the probable" Chinese coomitment of its

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

persistence, whatever ‘the US response to the Chinese action.

64. See IV-38:  SNIE 10.3/1-65, "Communist Reactions to Possible US
Course of Action Against Nv," February 18, 1965 :
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Chinese ground forces to underline its comaitment aﬁd prepare for

The Est;mate‘aisd suggested that Hanol was-unlikely to respond

‘with a large;acale invasion of South Vietnam and/or Laos, but would

consider that i;iwas'unnecessary and iqulved.too great an expansion of
the Chinese role and risk of a major destruction in the North. INR, on

the contrary, predicted that once s attacks on the Hdnoi—Haiphong com-

plex destroyed majof industrial and uilitary targets, North Vietnam

would "probably" send its owm afned fqrcéﬁ "on a large gcale" to Laos
and.South Vietnam in the belief that the US either would ﬁof‘néet them’
on the grouna or could be deféated iﬁ a protracted war.. Further, iHR<
felt that Peking would back Hanol by introducing limited numbers of
further escalatioq.

4INR4cont;nued to}higglight tﬁehﬁﬁreaténing:naturé of‘Pekiﬁé's‘statg_
wents and tb reﬁo#t evidence of militafy prepér#tiéﬁs. It interpreted

repeated Chinese promises of assistance "with the atréng implication of

direct involvement of their own forces" as committing “their prestige to

65
a more vigorous response to any future escalation."

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

" February 19, 1965 :




