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IV - Time of Decisipu: Rovember 1963-March 1945.

Background:
Uader Diem's successora, political atability became manifeatly a

traopsitory state of affairs as ensuing governmenta stumbled from cme
crisis to another; it was equally clear that the regime was making no
lasting progress ageinst the Comumists even though US suppert
increased and the fighting grew more intemse gnd videspread. What was
oot g0 clear was the extent to vhich the situation vas detariorating,
or the reasons for this trend. Hor was the US able to find effective
formulas to strengthen the government, or te wake its own military
action against the VC more effective without diminighing South Vietna-
mege Initfative,

During this petiod, US government opinion shifted drastically from
optimism over progress to pessimisa over prospects under the existing
ground rules of the war. Anxieties were compounded for the US at the
outset when it becams evident that, as INR had consistently warmed, the
information furnished by the DMem government and on ;‘hich the US had
baned its policy, had been inaccurate and misleading. Batveen December
1963 and May 1964, Secretary McNamara made three fact-finding trips to
agsess the situation. In the chaotic political situwatiou, US support
became more than ever clearly indispensable to the survival of the GVN;
for some time it even became more particularly identified in the public

view with the political survival of Khanh.

1. See, for example, Sectiom II above, note 6, and especially note 1l1.
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Az joint US/GVR wilitary efforts within South Vietnsm produced oo
slgns of soatained progress, attention turned ineressingly toward
Rorthern leadership and support for the Communist insurgency and con~
aideration of means to curtail it. In March 1964, Secretary McKmmara
recommended against bombing the North for the time being,lbut ordered
that stepa be taken to make possible the launching of a program of air
strikes on 30 days notice. Subsequently, studies vere made of the
probable results of air action and reactions to it. As ve later
learned, Hanoi probably had decided in the gpring of 1964 to send its
own forces into the South, The first mmita ufiived in the late fall of
1964; it Gaa March 1965 before this move became evident to us.

Meanwhile, an expansion of the theater of overt operationa was
occurring in reaponse to events outside of South Vietnax. In late May
1964, Pathet Lso advances in Laoa produced a r;quest from Souvamns Phouma
for US recounaissance flights over the Plaine des Jarres; after twvo air-
crafr had been downed by ground fire, the US flew a retaliatory strike
againat enexy batteriea and authorized subsequent flights to retmm fire.

In addition, intelligence collection against North Vietnsm was intensi-

fied,
These

%

actions, in parallel with calculated varnings reported in the press,
vwere designed to be “signals" foreshadoving to Hanoi more dire actiocna
should Horth Vietnam refuse to dampen the Lao and South Vietnamese con-

flicts. In early August, after two engagemants between Korth Vietnamese
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torpedo boats and US naval vessels in the Gulf of Tookin

» the US made
a retalistory airstrike againat naval facilities in North Vietnax.
Tollowing the reprisal

aggresaion.

» the US Congress approved a resolution empower—
ing the President "to take all Decedgsary measures,.,to prevent further
L,

During thia period, the US did not smeek a aegotiated settlement:
indeed, it made efforts to aveid any negotiations which might involve
Soutk Vietnam even indirectly. Thus, the US rejected Polish and French
proposals during May 1964 for negotiatioms over the Laorian situation.

chaos in Saigon.

In Pebruary 1965, a series of spectacular Communist attacke against
US installations in South Vietnam coincided with a period of political

The US responded with two joint US/RVNAY retali{atory
strikea against the North on Febroary 7 and 8; and on March 2, the 0TS

launched a program of limited—but continuous and gradusted—airstrikes
!

on the DRV vhich, according to a Nev York Times backgromder of March 1
vas intended to bring about a negotiated settlement.

"Whether 'tis better....

The rationale for US airstrikes against the Worth evolved steadily
daring this phase.

At first, concerned because it vas impoassible to geal
the border of South Vietnam by ground action, the US considered strikes

along transportation and communicatioms links in southera Korth Vietnanm

and the major passea from Lacs as a posaible, partial alternative method
of stemming Communist infiltratioa.

The Intelligence Cowmunity quickly
agreed, however, that the political diuadvantages of this course would
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far outweigh any military gain as long a8 the Viet Cong continued to
be so largely self-sufficient and the fighting remsined at the prevail-
ing level,

The question was then raised whether US strikas againgt targets
in the DRV, which would not only cause damage but alsoc demonstrate Us
determination to prevent a Communist victory in South Vietpam, would
persuade Hanoi to call off the insurgents or at least to reduce 1its
support for the war and so bring it to a level ‘manageable for the
South Vietnamege.. There was general agreement in the Intelligence Com- -
mumity that this program would not persuade Hanoi to stop the war, but
wost members other than £2§=§Egg%g§;§5201 might reduce itg support to
galu & respite. There was also, however, a general but usually unétated
skepticismm about South Vietnam's ability to manage the insurgency at
vhatever level it might remain. Agreement over likely Communist responses
to any qombination of US actions vas rare; nor was there &ny congensus
over the results of merely raising the threat of pogsible airstrikes.
It 1s ironic that, while the imsue over bombing was argued in terms of
North Vietnam's role in the South, no one thought of it as a reaction
to escalation by Hanol itself, because no onme yet knew that the N;rth
Viernamese had already decided to introduce their own combat wnits into
the South,

The political turmoil after Diem was overthrowm suggested the argu--

ments that US atrikes againat the North might for onme thing provide

evidence enough of US éupport to bolstar a wobbly government, and might
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even galvanize the South Vietnamese into the unified military effort

the US bad been wanting from tha outset. But the Intelligence Co-nunify
estimated that an initisl elation in the South would turn to disillusion-
went should airstrikes not quickly bring the var to en end. Im March
1964, Secretary McNemara rejected a justification of IS bowbing of the
North in terms of its favorable political effects in Saigou. A year
later, however, in view of the umcertain situation in SVN, a White Bouse
wemorandum of February 7, 1965, again raised the proposal as a measure

of last resort, The pPaper estimated that the chances wight be anywhere
between 25-75I that the propoded strikes would praduce satisfectory
resalts either in the South or the North.

Moving on from theae marginal prospects, the White House nenoénndun
elgborated a fourth rationsle, arguing that, if the Commmists shoald
succeed In the face of U8 airstrikea, the geners! results to the US of
failure in Vietnam wonld altogether overshadow the particular loas of
prestige from failure of the bombing. More poaitively the memo suggested
that direct US action againat the North would rasolve the fears of other
Asisn allies—notably thé Thais—that the US.vns wnwilling to underwrite
an ultimate guarantee against new Communist advances in Asiz. Thie fourth
rationale, vhick was in direct conflict with the ecouclusion of a May 1964

2
SNIE, appears to have trumped the argumeantation against a decisiom to

bomwb the North.

2, See below, note 43.




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

attention during thia periocd, though by no means to the meglect of the
discouraging course of the wvar--and the extent and neture of Hanoi's
nilitary affor;. These problems in turn integsifiad debate over a
policy of bombing the North and thus stimulated a flov of inteiligence
appraisals a3 to the likely effects and consequences of such a poliey.

The fall of Diem raised newv issuas for pelitical intelligence
within the perennial framework of stability and war effort. INE judged
that the VC had made considerable gains during the lsst six months of
19683, but held that the trend was in no sense irrevarsible., It felt
that the new Minh-Tho goveroment was making an adequate responae and that
the keys to progress were unity at tha top, & restructuring of adeinig-~
trative machinery, and a full war effort. In this, it was more
optimfatic than other elementa in the Intelligence Coumunity and, con~
vergsely, was less impregsed by the Fhanh regime that soon overthrew ¥inh.
INR judged Fhanh to be self-serving and not very competent, lacking
political support and even much following within the military; IRR con; '
sidered Minh prefersble in all reapects az a leader.

The polit§éc of the turbulent Khemh period, as INK viewed thenm,
hinged upon a tension between two key factors—-Fhanh's desire toc perpetuate
his power and his need (dua to US pressure and his own wesk base in the
govermment) to include newv political elements in the system. The conge-

quence was a growth of factionaliew in ailitary a3 well as religious and
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political circles, vhich increased the original points of tensfon. His

VR moves against political leaders, INR notad, both hurt tha OS position

ia Vietnax and further wveakened hi; hold on pover. The end of the Khanh
era, in INR's judgment, revealed the advantages that might resalt from
T )
4 military-Buddhist working relationship, although the elemants within
each cowpoment placed their own goals above tha naed for political
stability. In fact, INR viewed South Vietnam as being in the midat of a
genuine non-Communiast locio-'pqlitical revalution, after a long period of
repreasion, with the contest for power broadening out beyond the official
commumity.

In judging tha var effort, INR, having alresdy discountad Dien's
statistics, was not shocked as much as others by discovering their falsity,
and hence did not sdopt as pessimiatic an authok. Statistics on the
var wvere, In fact, impreving, bot those relatad to externsl support wera
in dire need of standardizatiou, as shown by conflicting reports froa a
variety of military agencies.

At the beginning of the period, INE held that an upewrge in VC activicy
reflected sccumulated strength and not a eudden rise in infiltration.
Toward the end of the yesar, it agreed with other agencies that infiltration-
for 1964 vas above that of the previous year, though still below the 1962
lavel. Uhen the South Vietnamese raised the claim in the early sommer of

judged the

1964 that native North Vietnamese mmnits were infiltrating, INR

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

opportumnity to widen the wvar. It alao felt that Khanh vas streasing




SECEET H e 8.

this issue t;o‘ strengthen his domestic positiom. I‘walrd the @nd of the
year and in Jaauary 1965, as evidence of a North Vietnsmese build-up in
south—central Laos mounted, IRR and the Intelligence Community contiaued
to think it lmlikely; that Hanoi would choose to alter drastically the
character of the war by sending regular NVA guits to fight in the South.
INR, however, estimated that Hanol would probably do so if the Daited
States began s bombing program against the North. In mid-Fabroary, as
the decision to bomb was being made, there atill was no quficie.nt
evidence to shov that regular North Vietnsmese combat mnits were ilhlready
in .South Vietnam.

Noting that the Comaunists had stopped calling for naﬁtta.lizing
South Vietnsm, INE suggested that they would return to the proposal only
wvhen they were vary wveak or so strong that it could ease the wey to their
taking over. Lov-level hints of North Vietnamese flexibility and interast
in contacts were reported by INR, but it found the evidence insufficient
to indicate whether this activity reflected a willingnessa to cousider
talks seriounaly or wvas simply a desire to ward off escalation vithout
giving much in returm.

The issue of bombing the Worth occupied attention more snd more as
the period wore on. From the outsget, I.‘_HR estimates that North Vietnam
bad control enough of the situation to call off the war but was most
unwilling to do so, and that it would not do 80 under pressure of bombing
attacka, Reasoning from evidence of North Vietnamese preparations both

for resisting direct US attack and for increasing support of the war in
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the South, INR felt that Hanol vas determined to persevere in the face
of threatened or actual US action. Together, however, with its appreci-
ation of Hanoi's hardline position om this score, INR shared the belief
of the Intelligence Commumity that Hanoi would avoid actions which might
give Washington the excuse to strike the North. Thua, INR was surprised
by Hanoi's provocative behavior dufing the Tonkin Gulf crisie; the most
plausible explanation seemed to be that Hancl 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 intennify ;he war in the
South; this view accorded H%th earlier fudgments that Hanoi would respond
to boabing not with a qualitatively different policy but rather by
heightening support for VG operations.

Throughout this period, INR differed from the majority of the Intelli-
gence Community on fuo important jideas. First, it coonsistently held that
Hanol was more likely to react aggressively, intensify the war in the
South, and even send its own forces South, than to make concessions so as
to gain a respite from the bombings, Although few estimators elsewvhere in
the Community thounght 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 diplowatic channela than to escalate
the conflict. Secondly, INR disagreed over the gtremgth snd nature of
Chinese rééctions to US air attacks on North Vietnam; generally, in con-
aldering posaible US courses of action, and particularly moderate to

intense attacks against the North, INR argued that the Chinese were more
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likely to enter the war ;nd in greater numbers than other agencies
estimsted. Mosat estimstes agreed that significant attacks would bring
in sowe Chinese ground forces snd that heavy air agsaults “might" bring
in Chinese air power, but INR argued that heavy attacks "would" evoke
Chinese air participetion and that even moderately intense air attacks
might do so. .

In its ovn analyses, INR followed closely the verbal escalation in
Chinese threats which it felt were geared to watch those of the Us;
it Judged that their thrests reflected a general commitment by the Chinese
to agsist Rorth Vietnam. It estimated that Cﬁina would supply aircraft
and antisircraft veapona in the wake of the Tonkin Gulf crisis and, vh29
it did, noted other evidence of Sino-North Vietnamese military cooperation.
For the remainder of this period, INR intarpreted Peking's warnings and
covert acts of military-political preparation to indicete that China was
ready to parficipate in the war in the contingency that the US escalated

rapidly and broadly.

The Hinhftho Covernment: KRovember 1963-Junuary 1964

The Minh-Tho government enjoyed a period of initial populariry and
seening pélitical stabflity as it set about diemantling the Diem regime
and consolidating its own position. Communist attacks during the first

month after the Novembar coup rose gubstantially, imperting to the indices







' IUP—SEﬁﬁ'L‘I(? A L

Syt Ay '
Uijﬂ Jm{.ﬂ >

the South, INR felt that Hanoi vas determined to persevere in the face

of threatened or actual US action. Together, however, vith its appreci-
ation of Banoi's hardline position on this score, INR ghared the belief
of the Intelligence Commumity that Hanol would avoid actiona which might
glve Washington the excuse to atrike the North. Thus, INR was surpriged
by Hanoi's provocative behavior dufing the Tonkin Gulf crisis; the most
plausible explanation seemed to be that Hanol was determined nmot to he
faced down by what in {ts eyes were American threats. INR judged that
any counteraction by Nortb Vietnam would be to intenlify‘;he var in the
South; this viewv accorded vith earlier judgments that Hanoi would respond
to howbing not with a qualitatively different policy but rather by
heightening support for VC opérations. ‘
Throughout this pericd, INR diffared from the mzjority of the Intelli-
gence Commumity on ivo important idessa. First, it consistently held that
Hanol was wore likely to react aggreasively, intensify the war in the
Scuth, &nd even send its own forces South, than to make concessions so as
to gain a respite from the bombings. Although few estimators elsswhere in
the Commimity thought that Hanoi would make very aignificant or lasting
concesgiona, moat felt that Eznoi was more likcly to moderate the tempo
of the war and direct effort into diplomatic channels than to eacalate
the conflict. Secondly, INR disagreed over the atrength and nature of
Chinese ré;ctions to US air attacks onm North Vietnam; generally, in con-
sidering possible US coursee of action, and particularly moderate to

intense attacks against the North, INR argued that the Chinese were more
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likely to enter the war #d in 'greater numbers than other agencies
estimated, Most estimatea agreed that significant attacks would brimg
in sowe 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 ita own analyees, IMR followed closely the werbal escalation in
Chinesa threats which it felt were geared to wmatch those of the US;
it judged that thei{r threats reflected a general commitmeat by the Chinese
to assiat Worth Vietnem, It estimsated that C.hiu.a would supply aircraft
and sntisircraft veapons in the vake af the Tonkin Gulf crisis and, whe:.x
it did, noted other evidence of Sino-North Vietnamese military cooperation.
For the remainder of this period, INR interpreted Peking's varnings and
covert acts of military-political preparation to indicate that China was
ready to parﬁicipate in the war in the contingency that tha US escalated

rapidly and broadly.

The H.'th—_Iho Govermment: November 1963-January 1964

The Minh-Tho govetn-e:it enjoy&d a period of initial popularity and
seeming political stability as {t set about dismsntling the Diem regime
end consolidating ita own position. Coemumist attacka doring the first

mouth after the Novemhar coup roge gubztantially, Iimparting to the indices

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

last months of the Diem regims. By the baginning of December, howwver,

Communist activities subsided and the GVYN.had increased operations

———— i —
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sufficiently to suggeat more favorable trends, By December, therefore,
IHR felt that the iwmediste question was less one of stabiliring 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 tima.

INR reviewed thil_lituatiou on December 20, 1963, and concluded
that the receat Viet Cong offensiva "reflects the still undiminighed
capability of the Communiste to rafse the level of their operations.”
Although in the pest half year the Viet Cong had wmade an over-all gain,

[~

1t was stil]l too early to evaluate its extent; statistics on the strategic
hawlets were incomplate or contradictory, aund 1t was difficelt to judge
the exteat of damsge by the Viet Cong, and how far the mnfavorable trend
of the hamlet program reflected the difference between Diem's misinforma-

tion sad more-reslistic appraisals by the new government. The INR paper

declared: -

On balance,...ve do not believe that the situation is
irrevergible. While Viet Cong military capabilities have
not diminished, seither have the govermment's. Horeover,
the demcustrated ability of the government to incresse its
Tesponde to the Viat Cong...hold[s] considerable prowise
that the militar; progress registered against the insur-
gents prier to mid-1963 will be restored and surpassaed
+s--Much will depend ou the ability of the military
lesdership to subordinate political and parsonal differ-
ences, to act with despatch in completing the nev frame-
work of government, sud to raturn full-time to wanaging
the war effore.3

3. See IV-1: RFr-102, "Treads in the War Effort in South Vietnam,"
- Bacember 20, 196317 "0 -

it s -




On January 27, Secretary McKamara told the

House Ammed Services Caﬂittee thet the situation remained grave, but
that "the survival of an independent government in South Vietnmm is so
important to the security of Southeast Asia and to the free world that
I can gonceive of no alternative other than to take .1.11. necessary
ucasures within our capability to prevent a Cowmmmiat wvictory." Iwo
days later, a u:[.lifary coup lad by General Hguyen Khanh removed Minh

from power in Saigou.

: BRiding a Losar: Cenersl Yhanh's Reign, January 1964 to Yebruary 1965

Oa the day of the coup, INR discussed how valid were the concerns
Ihanh professed over Minh's failure to restore the momentus of the
countarinsurgency effort, and over the possibility that the Hinh govern-
ment might seek a negotiated settlement with Ha;:oi.s INE found no
evidence to support Fhanh's allegation that the Mirh govermment was com-
sidering a bilateral settlemeat with the North. It judged that Xhamh
acted from little else than perdcnsl ambition, snd, in sny case, INR con-
sidered that Minh would have been more 11k.aiy to foster niliury and

politicel progress in SVK. Events partially justified this sssessmant;

5. MM-BFE-64-20, "The Coup in Saigon,”™ Jsouary 29, 1964




Thanh fsiled to restore political stability, let alone the momentum of
the var, and could mot prove charges of neutraliem againat the Dalat
génerals.G
Under Zhanh, vhile the military aituation failed to ixprove, the
political situatiom o;ce woTe got oot of hand. Where Minh had attempted
CO rorm a governchc vi teehniclans, Thanh (with 0% prodding) eried to
include political elements as well. The result was that factiomaliam
incregsed, not ouly within military circles, where Xhanh was unable to
muster the - -~~~ Y/-% Yed as{gyed, but 2180 amoug civilian elementa,
“yhere cleavage now grew slong politicai as well as religious and regional
1lines. Toward US policy his relationship was contradictory. Cn the ome
hand, the DS committed irself deeply to Khanh's political survival, and
be did make efforta to te;pond to.Ug féquirenants for military performance;
co the other hand, in doing so he relied increasingly oo controls which
ran head-on into other efforts which the US was backing to widen the
political base of the GVWN. And to the extent that Khanh eased controls,
be permitted the outbreak of local and naticnal political struggles, in
part inherited from Diem's repressifon and in part taflecting Khanh's lack
of stature, in any case disruptive of the war effort.
Wheu in April 1964 student demonstrations broke out in Hue,7IHR

warned that these elements could rally a new wave of dissidence. In

Adugust, INR believed that the resumption of demonstratiocns 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 Universicty lacident-~Symptom of Deeper Problems,”
April 23, 1964
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confronted Khanh with "his most serious challenge to power;" to which
coaproa{se might not prove an effective respoﬁse.s Further, the anti-
American seuntiment evident in the demomstrations "way actuvally reflect
dissatisfaction with D5 support of Fhanh" rather ;han with US sapport
for the war effort.9 -

Although Khanh's restrained response to the demonstraticns
probably averted wider violence, his fragmented govermment-—a triusmyirate
of generals—was unlikely to last for long. IKR v;bté on Auguat 28 that
Minh sti]ll retsined sapport within the armed forces “and virtﬁally every
sector of the Vietnamese society, Therefore, Minh would appear to occupy
more of a popular base for national leadership than any ather personality
in South Vietvam today.™ 10 During the next two weeks, the triuxvirate
vas dissolved, Minh was elected Chuf{rmmm of the pew Provigional Steering
Commaittee {despite US support for Khmmh), and the Dalat generals who had
supportéd Minh wvere released and retormed to sctive daty.

Oae of tha causes of the crisis, INR believed, had been Fhanh's cam-—

paign to discredit and neotralize Minh: "Fhanh clearly underastimated

8., TIHR's output doring the first half of this period ves limited whilae
its senior analyst for South Vietnam was detsiled to the office
of the Secretary's Special Assistant for Vietnem, February to
July 1964

9. S5ee IV~-2: 1IN, hNature of the Current Student-Buddhist Demonstra—
tions in South Vietnam," August 24, 1964

10. See IV-3: 1IN, "Situation and Immediate Qutlook in Sourh Vietnsm,”
August 28, 1964




Minh's public appesl and overestimated his own"; however, INR's
further belief that Xhanh had "apparently recognized that Minh's com-
éinui.ug leadership role is essential to [his] own aurvival“ll did
not hold up: within days, Khanh forced Hinh into exile in Bangkok.
With Minh gone, INR believed that Khanh's position would become
increasingly uha.k);. As doubts grew whether anyone in South Vietnam

could prowvide the leadership for a succesaful counterinasurgeacy

-effort, an attexmpt vas made to instzll a civilisn government. A

proto-legislative body named the High National Coumcil was appointed
on Septe‘-her 26, 1964, vhich elected Phau Thac Suu as Chief of State
on October 24. Suu in turn chese Iran Van Huong as Premier. When

the Huong cabinet was faced with a similar rownd of disorders, INR
noted that demnsr.rati-ans had become contests for the representation
of conflicting int:areats ratber than protests against specific govern-
ment controls or acta. How, even with the support of the wilitary and
the High Hational Council, political stability could not be restored
"unless the competing forces feel some confideace that the composition
of the cabinet reflects their own 1ntergets and aspirations. CGCiven
such confidence, it is possible that Huong could survive as the leader
of a reconstituted cabinet. Without it, there is little hope that any
succesaor govaroment, civilian or military, could maintain effective

12
power for long."

11. See LV-4: IN, "General Hinh Beturms as Chief of State in South
Vietnam," Auguat 28, 1964

12. See IV¥-5: IN, "Folitical Crisis in Saigom," November 27, 1964

ey
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In any case, INR believed the evidence “"clearly indicates that .
13

hias {Khaoh'a] support [for the Huoag government] is not firm;" vhen

Khanh proved these fears to be justified by diesclving the Cogncil on
December 19, 1964, despite strong US support for a civilian government,
INR predicted that the move could have “very dangarous repercussions"

by giving the Buddhists an exploitable {ssue they had heretofore
- 14
lacked in their confrontation with Huong. Later, INH suggeated that

the Buddhista might even receive support from the arny in their attempt
15 :
to overthrow Huong. And vhen Khanh removed Sou and Ruogg oo January

'

27, 1965, in direect violation of an agreement to cousult Ambassador

/ .
Johagon before making any further moves, INE concluded that Fhanh's
actions bad "seriouasly reduced if not almoat eliminated any public
respect for US political advice or for those who accept 1it...and posge
the gerious question whether Khanh has considered an alternmative course,
i.e.; a negotiated 'neutralist’ golution for South Vietnan"ifan ironi-

cal counterpart to Khanh's original allegations againet Minh {see

ﬁote 5 above).

13. See 1¥—6: IN, “Criticism of General Khanh Could Portend Pover
Struggle within Armed Forces,™ December 3, 1964

14. See 1V-7: 1IN, ™ilitary Coup in South Vietnam Dissolves Pro-
visional Legislature,” December 20, 1964

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

16. See IV-9: MM-RPE-65-22, "The Situatiom in South Vietnam: the
Quiet Coup,” January 27, 1965




On Febrvary 3, INR estimated that "the forces against Khanh are
strong enocugh to depose him" provided they remaimed united.l7 A fort-
- night later, an attempted military coup failed to set up a new
government, but its repercussions in the Armed Forces Council forced
Lhanh to resign from that body and, shortly thereafter, to depart
frop the coumtry.

’Just before Khanh was overthrown, the Armed Forces Council had
set up &4 nev cabinet headed by Buddhist Phan Huy Quat which survived
the change. With the establishment of the new cabinet, Iﬂé speculated
that “South Vietuam's two most poverful forces, the military and
Buddhist leaderships, appear to have arrived at a working relationship
that may be the opening of a nev phase in South Vietnamese politics."
However, INR warned, the personal ambitions of leading Buddhists and
geperals alike were auch.that “none of them would besitate at a propi-

ticus moment to sacrifice political atability to his desire for personal
) 18
pover."

In essence, IHR viewed the Khanh era as inherently wumstable.
Khanh's greatest asset was his 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 exploaive facticnalism

of the period, to bde sure, and his own efforts to hold power in so

17. See IV-10: HM, "Ismediate Prospects in Saigoun," February 3, 1965

18. Bee I¥-11l: IN, "South Vietnam's New Cabinet: Possihle Porteat of
Greater Stabilicty," Pebruary 17, 1965




unsettled a aituati&n generated great difficulties and led to damag-—
ing reversals of policy. MNometheless, while the agitation and
pressures that finally overthrew Khanh reflected his own weainegses,
INR also gaw in these forces manifestations of a atrong underlying ‘
demand for a more democratic, responsive goverument.

e Fn other words, INR was suggesting, the contest for political
power ?etvéen non—Comwunist elements in South Vietnam had mow super-
seded their councern for the war effort against the Viet Cong. MNor
wvas the contest any longer limited to personzlities in and cut of the
Saigon civil-military bureaucracy. In esrly February, a SNIE to vhich
INB had contributed such of the substance held that there Qan now .

under way in South Vietnam a genuine social and political revolution

among noa-Covmmmist elemants, distinct and apart from the contest with
19
the Coomunists.

20
The War and the Question of Infiltration

The political disarray that followed Khanh's coup and the revela—
tion that Diem's statistica of progress had been deliberately migleading
swung the pendulum of-Hashing:on opinion from guarded optimism to
pessimism regarding the outcome of the war. Indeed, the pendulum swung

so far that INR, which bad been lese optimistic than the coasensus .

19. SHIE 53-65, “Situation and Short-Term Prospecta in South Vietnam,"
February 4, 1965 Parte of this Egtimate appeared in George A.
Carver, Jr., “The Real Revolution in South Vietnam," Yoreigm
Affairs Quarterly, vol. 43, no. 3, April 1965

20. Yor more detailed version, see Special Annex X K}
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regarding nilitary‘pragress before Diem fell, was nov less pessimistic
than the consensus about the general outlook and less concermed abaut-
the possibility of & South Vietnumese collapse.

Deficiencles 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
participation in the war. Statistics regarding external support for
the insurgency, however, remained incowplete and unreliable because
assets were lacking to acquire them, prisoners were inefficiently
exploited, and there was sm inhereat lag, usually of 6 montha, between
infiltration and detection. Views diverged increasingly over the
impact and extent of external support, and this issue gained importance
as the counterinsurgency effort failed to make progress, as measured
to reverse the tide were debated, and as the US government began to
argue over attacks on the NHorth.

Estimatesa in 1964 of infiltration for previous years based on evi-
dence available were roughly as followa:

1959-60 4,500

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

Lacking ites own Independent sources of information, the Intelligence
Commumity weighed as begt it could the reliability of the evidence
available, and then debated the implications of infiltration trendsa

for the progress of the war and for assessing Hanoi's intentioms.




In December 1963, INR maintained the position that the sources
for estimating external support were atill inszdequate and could be
improved. What figures were available from MACV showed a lowver mumber
of 1nf£1trators for 1963 than for 1962; INR concluded thac the effects
of external support remsined qualitative rather than quantitative and
that the VC continued to depend on indigenous recruitwment. The sharp
increase in Viet Cong activities following IHem's downfall stefned
from strength gradually accumulated rather than from any recent upsarge

21 ’
in infiltratiom.

The question of infiltration assumed nev dimensiows in the early
summer of 1964 when Khanh began to claiwm publicly that a major build-ap
of Commmist forces in South Vietnam included regular units of the RVA,
He threatened a "March North" in rmtaliation. MACV in fact reported
that Viet Cong activity had increased in the northern provinces and
that two receatly captured Viet Comg had proved to be native North Viet-
namese rather than, like prisoners captured hitherto, South Vietnamese
regrouped to the North after the settlement of 1954. INR atill main-
tained, hovever, that the increaged strength in sen and weapons now
being reported was the result of past infiltration rather than a recent
increase. Like MACV, INR contended thar the appearance of North
Vietnamesge among the Viet Cong did not signify the introduction of
regular HVA units. Moreover, INR felt that Hanof 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
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to support GVN charges, the logic of the present situatiom suggests
that ?orth Vietnam is unlikely to introduce regular units into the
South except in response to US escalation lest such a move would pro-
vide an excuse for our widening the uar.“zz

INR further suggested that,rwhereas Ehanh might well have
believed that Hanol had infiltrated umits 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 escalatiom of
the war." Operating from a difficult military and political position
at home, he would be aware that the "direct commitment by the Dnited
States that would be required for & move north would obviously ntfengthen
Khanh's prestige and political position."23

The GVN coutinued to clai; 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 eantered the northern
province of Quang Tri. On October 8, the US Press Attache in Saigom

stated publicly that there had been an increase in infiltration during

1964. With no indeﬁcndent source of information, INR revieved the ’

22. See IV-13: 1IN, “kKhanh's Claime on Increased Morth Vietnsmese '
Iafiltration ™ July 17, 1964.. The "logic™ of the aituation
changed in August after the Tonkin Gulf {ncidents, INE then sgug-
gested that Banoi might introduce regular units as needed to
bolster VC operations, in part as proof that it would not.
capitulate under preasure, (See page 24; algo IV-32: IN,

"Hanoi Usea Journalist to Ward Off Purther Attacks,” Auguat- 18,
1964)

23. See IV-13: did.
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Ca,

intelligence available as of October 12, and concluded there was

"no evaluated evidence...that iufiltration from North Vietnae into
So&qh Vietnam has been stepped up recently.” Nor was there yet any
evidence to support Khanh's claim that regular units of the HVA were
‘present; native northerners had been trained by the NVA and eubge-
quently infiltrated as individuals or small groups to be eacadred in

24
VC umits.

-In wid-Octeber MACY reported.tha: native Northerners accoumted
for the larger part of the sharply incressed flov. INR felt that the
new waterials made available by MACY did i;;eed indicate increased
infiltraticn io 1964, but that they could not be used to pin-point the
aumbers nor to prove Lhanh'as claizm sbout the presence of mits from
the North Vietnamese Army. Even so, INR noted, the available evidence
did not place icfiltration in 1964 above the levels of all earlier
yeara: there was an increase over 1963, but the 1964 level seemed to
fall below that of 1962.

During October and November, the Intelligence Cosmunity maintained

the estimate that Banoi probably would continue to avoid participating

24, See IV-1l4: MM, "Infiltration South Vietnam,™ Octobher 12, 1964
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more directly in thé war in the South; INR alone said that ¥WA units
probably would be sent South if the United States began euatained
b?nbipg of the North. The North Vietnamese build~up i{a central and
southern Laos from mid-December 1964 into February 1965 was interpreted
by the Intelligence Cosmonity as an effort to secure this vital area
againat increased Lao/US pressure and, posaaibly, to expand tha aresa
of control there in a pew offensive during the dry season. Even in
February, there wvas no firm evidence that thege KVA forces were
destined for South Vietnam-—ome problem being th; general weakness of
our intelligence capability, particularly in southern Laos. Although
the possibility wae raised that these NVA troops might be headed for
South Vietonam, it was held unlikely, on the basis of evidence ag well
as theory that Hanoi wished to avoid giving Washington an excuse to
underrake the widely-rumored bowmbing program. In fact, as was learned
subsequently, three NVA regiments had arrived in South.Vietnam by the
end of February. Thus, as the final debate over the program of air-
strikes was under way, it vas not known, nor even estimated as likely,
that Hanoi itself had alr;zdy p?epared to esc;lnte, if 1ic had not

already decided to do so.

Pacificarion and Sanctuary

INR addressed itself in M¥ay 1964 to the pacificationm prograwm and

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

26. TFor a wore detafled discussion of this problem see Special Anumex I;
alse SNIE 10-65, "Commuaist Military Capabilicies and Rear-Term
Intentions in Laocs and South Vietnam,™ February &, 1965.
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“the situation has showm little progress.” Sioce the GVN had
presented the U5 the opportunity to participate fn direction as well
as to advise, INR suggested that further US encadrement might be
required nmot eonly 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

- 8uccess and more importantly by the manner in which working procedures

were establisbed. "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 imcreased in 1963, INR maintained the position
it had held afnce 1962 that their use of Cambodia was of limited sig—
alficance to the Viet Cong.z8 In a reviev of the situation, INR

concluded that both the advantages and the disadvantages of some form

of UN presence on the Cambodian border would be insufficient to warrant
29

the US pressing or resisting such a proposgal.

Negotiatjiona—Prospects and Perile
During most of this period, the US cousidered the situation in the
South to be so precarious that sny diminution of the total war effort--

let alone a political settlement involving meutralization—would provide

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

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

29. See IV-17: MHM-BFE-64-108, "UN Presence on the Vietnam—Cambodian
Border," Hay 15, 1964
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the Communists with nltimate if not irmediate control over Soath Vietnam.
For their part, the Communists held the public position that no sattle--
ment would be possible unti)] the US had withdrawm.

in January 1964, INE noted that both Banoi and the NLF had, since
Diem's downfall, dropped the subject of an international conference to
neutralize South Vietnam, and eatimated that Banol would be unlikely in
the near future to pursue néutralizatiou unless the Viet Cong appeared
to be gtalemated or,.alternatively, "it appeared that the Viet Cong was
in a sufficiently strong bargaining position and that Washington wished
to drop its coumitment to Saigom gracefully." Under the second alterna-
tive, "the North Viemanese would insist oa NFLSY participation and on
parallel internal talks to form a coalition government. While deacti-
vating but not disbanding the Viet Cong organization, Hanoi and the
NLFSV would frustrate any effective international means of contral.
This formula would be vieved 48 an interim atep toward reunification under
Hanoi's auspices.”

By the late summer of 1964, prospects in the South had grovn so
dim that some authorities in the US Goverument felt the situation could
be salvaged only with a respite from Cowsunist attacks. Some of them
argued that US retaliatory strikes against the North would provide this
respite. As this debate vent on into the late fall, Western journalists
reported statements from Wilfred Burchett and a North Vietnamese offfcial

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

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




GVN, that reunification could be delayed, and that US withdrawal could
follow rather than precede the eatablishment of & negtral coalition
government. INR noted that these terms differed from thosa of tha past
only regarding the flexibility allowed for the timing of the US with-
draval. The feelers, Iﬁl eatimated, "seem mainly intended to ancourage
others to think that a negotiated settlement is feagible...snd probably
also to smoke out soms response in Washington and Saigen." Hoting the
anbiguous authority of the contacta, INR suggested that these hinta

"may be made more directly if Hanol sees a groving threat of US escala-
tion and an increasing deterioration of the govermment position in the
South."31 Later, in reviewing Edgar Smov's accoumt of him interview wich
Mao in Janaary 1965, INR suggested that, while the Chinaese were more
positive toward negotiations tham they had been in the past, Mao's hints
of flexibility oa a US military presence in South Vietnam appeared
intanded more to forward the proapect of & conference than to outline

32
pessible coacessions.

Following the two retalisztory atrikes oum February 7 and 8, 1965,
INR noted that both Hanoi and Peking had privately made the point that

KX
they could not call for a counfarencas under US threats of ascalatiom.

31, See 1V-19: IN-MM~RYE-64-244, “Communists Hinr Interest in South
Vietnam Settlement," November 20, 1964

32. See IV-20: 1IN, "Mao Tae—tung Discusses Poseible Confereace om
Vietomm," February 12, 1965

33. See IV-20: id,
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However, INR inﬁerpreted an article of February 14 in Nhan Dan
to mean that "the North Vietnamese may perhaps be reconsidering their
previous reluctance to join any conference on Vie:nan.“aa

A3 this period ended, INR reviewed the Communist positions om
negotiatione. It observed that Banoli had maintained scome flexibility
but "“seems very semsitive...to the fact that any iaterest in negotiacioms
might be interpreted as a sign of weakness and as indicating an intention
ﬁo call off the Viet Cong."35 The evidence available could not support
eéven tentative conclusions about what might be gained or lost by negoti-
ating.36 INR also observed that, to the extent cthe Co;nuniats showed
flexibility, they might merely be hoping to stave off OUS escalation with—

out making any concessions,.

To Bowb or Not to Boab——No Decision

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

the Departwent's Policy Planning Couneil ($/P). The Cotmcil asked INR

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

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

36. It was not until mid-March, after the bowmbing 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 wvere
outlined, and Washington's final negative reply was not given
to Thant until Januvary 1965.




h T

—to contribute thoughts on Communist reactions and how Q)\

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

Cong, might affect Hanoi's behavior., 5/P asked as a key 1lssue whether

or not Hanol could put an end to the conflict 1f it chose., INR judged
that it could, although compliance by the VC might be neither immediace
nor total. INR went on, however, to say: "We feel...that a more real-
istic and i{mportant quescion to be posed 1s not the DRV's capabilicty

to call off the war im the Soutﬁ, but its willingness...[and] we are Q&K
not co;fident that the DRY would call off the war."

Considering the possibility of a higher‘%evel of covert actions
against the Norch or overc accion by theAUS and ics allies in South
Vietnam and Lgos, the paper said that "we are not sanguine chat...[chey]
would cause the DRV to call off che war." 1In the case of air strikes
against che Norcth, “Communist reaction would probably scop short of
extreme responses,”" and it seemed ''more likely" cthat the DRV “might
greatly heighten its support of VC and Pathet Lao efforts to take over
their councries.“38 As for the ability of Norcth Vietnam to carry on
under bombing, INR was clear, saying that “pin-poincted bombing would
seriéusly——if not critically——affect the urban ecénomy...[but] by
reliance on the self-sufficient agricultural life of the villages it is
likely that basic economic life would go on and necessary support for

37
the regime's military and goverumental structure would be maintained."

38. See IV-24: 1id. “%?\-M
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The paper saw cénaiderable likelihood that the Communigts would
opt for political action, including pressure to reconvene the Genevas
~ Conference, with the object of “forestalling US action.” Since this
objective "would be met sixply by convening a comference, we doubt
that either Peiping or Hanoi would make any significant concessions

39
for an overall gettlement...."

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. 1In
January 1964, it was revealed that the Central Committee had met in.
December 1963 and adopted ailitent, pro-Chinesge positionq oa igsues in
the.Sino—Soviet conflict, 1In adéition, as the Intelligence Comumnd ty
learned gradually‘and belatedly, the leadership at this meeting also
opted for a wore aggressive effort in the South, probably contexplating
even then that they might have to send in North Vietnamese army wmits,
if they did not actually decide to do so. In nid—?eb;ﬁary 1964, INR
analyzed a spate of North Vietnamege articles concerning the Vietnam
conflict: all seemed to rule out diplomatic action in favor of incesasmt
mllitary pregsure in the South, and one called for greater contributions
to the war effort by Horth Vietmam. INR interpreted one article as
evidence that Hanoi would, in the face of prolonged US involvement, in-
crease its participation with manpower and materiel, but that ita

leaders conaidered "vastly increased North Vietnamese participetica in

39. See IV-25: 1d.




SRR 1Lu 30
the South, particularly with regular uaits, uot ouly unnecegsary but
wmwise." A similar view vas shared by the Intelligence Community in
an estimate of March 4 on North Vietna.:éo "We believa that Hanoil will
not undertake an invasion aor even a2 mafor covert cowmitment of DEV
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 effoxt to steps such as &n
incresse in VC aggressiveness supported by better and heavier wespous
and including heightened terrorism in the cities.

INR alsoc felt that Hanoil was genulnely concernmed that the Uanited
States might carry the war to North Vietmam, and 1t believed that -
Hanol was seeking ;utual defense arrangements with Peking as wvell as
aasurances frem Moscow, apparently with success in the first affort but
‘fallure in the second. In mid-April, INR wrote of the North Yietnamese
regime's efforts to prepare its populace for poszible 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 can North Vietmaw as indicating reactions

to threatened US retaliation rather than policy initiatives generated by

Hanoi.

40. Thie estimate, SHIE 14.3~64, wvas used by CIA and IRR to focus atten—
tion oa the generally poor state of intelligence reporting on
North Vietmam and the Viet Cang and to press for improvement from
all gources. The effort went on for over a year wnder the direc-
tion of a USIB committee with INR's active participatiom, and
congiderable improvement did occur. _ .,

i
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Washington's "eignals" amd seml-official press "leaks" pProvoked
varuings and defisnce not only from Hanoi but alae from Peking, which
INR diecussed {n a number of papers. For exumple, an IN on March 3
ioterpreted Peking's expressions of support to suggest Chinese "readiness
to match vague US threats with parallel political eacalation of an

41
equally suggestive but threstening pature.”

Debate over Boabing: The Second Rowmd

Beneved consideration of attack on the North occurred at Honoluly
in £arly June 1964, and the pProposal was again refected. On the eve of
the conference, INR Prepared a list of key questions,42 which implicitly
denied that the strategy of “winning with boubs" weuld succeed. The
Intelligence Community also vas ssked to consider the comsequences of
graduated air and naval attacks againet the DRV and Comaunist-held Laoa
up to "strikes ({if necessary) on a growving number of military and
economic targets in the DRY." The purpose of the proposal was both to
induce a mafor reduction of Vier Cong activity and to persusde Hmoi to
respect-the Geneva Agreement in Lgos, In Somth Viegaan, increased
wilitary aid was envisaged as well as the introduction of ™substantial

2dditional US personnel infused in GV military snd admioistrative

establighments,”

41. See IV-26: 1IN, "Peiping Expresses 'Toqualified Support' for North
Viemam but Avoids Specifics,” March 3, 1964 .

42. See IV-27: Memo to Acting Secretary, "Key Questions with Respect
to Action Against Worth Vietnam," May 20, 1964
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Responding vith a Special National Intelligence Estimate, the
Community estimated that, initially, Hanol would seek a conference and
might reduce the level of the inasurrections in order to end the US
actiona. The USIB was “unable to set any meaningful odds" for the course
vhich the North Vietnamese might follow if the attacks were broadened
in spite of this foort, but "incline{d] to the view that they would
lower their terms for a negotiated set:tlmm:nt."‘!'3 Nevertheless, there
would be "a significant danger that they would fight, believing that the
US would still not be yilling to undertake a major ground war, or that,
i1f 1t was, it could ultimately be defeated by the methods ;hich vere
successful against the Freach."

The Estimate emphasized Peking's caution in risking open hostilities
vith the United States and, vith a confidence never seen again. concluded
that there "would probably not be high risk of Chinese Cowmunist ground
" i{ntervention unless major US/GVN ground units had moved well into the
DRY or Communist-held areas of northern Lacs, or possibly, the Chinese
had committed their a:r [force] and had subsequently ssuffered attack oo

4

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 Congsequences of Certaim US
Actions vith Respect to Vietnam and Laos," Hay 1964. Curiously
the body of the paper did not use such ao optimistic formulation,
saying less precisely that "they would still seek a negotiated
outcome™ but not speculating about whether or mot they would
compromise to do so.

44. See IV-28: id. Emphasis added.
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The SHIE also ;ddressed itself to the question of the longer-
range consequencea of the proposed actioms. A “clear-cut"” success
(vhich 1t had implied wvas loprobable) would s8imply allow time for
“constructive action” to deal with the Communiat threat., "On the
other hand, to the degree that the condequences of the US action wvere
arbiguous or unsuccessful, there would almost certainly be a aérong
tendency for morale and discipline in South Vietnam and Lsos to
deteriorate rapldly~-perhaps more rapidly than if the US had not begun
its intensified effort. Such deterioration would be felt generally
through non—Commmiat Asia."&s

INR observed in a oumber of papers that Bamol gave every indica~-
tion of being prepared to risk some retaliation in presaing the attack
in Scuth Vietam. In June, INR reported North Vietnanese counterthreats
that US attacks on the North would trigger an all-out Viet Cong drive,
and noted that Northern preparations against air attacks and raids by
agents had been intensified.

IRR also believed that the Chinese Cannunista,‘seriously coucerned
about the US moves, vere "determined to respoad initially at a similar
verbal level, without overreacting belligerently," INR analyzed the
escalating Chinese verbal threat on several occisioms in July; 1t viewed
Peking's statements as an effort to deter th? United States by raising
the likelihood of Chinese involvemeat in respongse to US actlon against

the North, vhile at tbe same time avoiding a comaitment to a specific

45, See IV-28: id.




course of actidn. INR took the Chinese varniogs more serjously than
did most other Intelligence agencies, and felt that the statements
also "probably"™ reflected “an actual comitmenl;" made by the Chinese
to Hanoi “under which they undertake in at least general terms to
asgsist the DEW."l.6

47
The Tonkin Culf

Although THR attributed to Hanol a hard position -ou co-ptond.se'
and a strong determipation to win in the South, it felt that Hanol
vould avoid a& clearcut provocation wvhich could:-trigger Americam air
attacks againat the North. Thus IER—as vell as the rest of the Intelli-

gence Community——/as unprepared for the August incidents in the Tonkin

Gulf,

Another explamation,

46. See IV-29: Mamg to the Acting Secretary, "Peiping Strexgthens Implicit
Comzitment to Defend Horth Vietnam," July 9, 1964

47. See Special Annex II for greater detail
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INR suggested, may ha#e been that Banol wanted to demonstrate that it
would not be faced down by American threata. This motive would explain
the decision Haunol gseems to have made to skirmish with the Maddox and
the Turner Joy ou the night of Auguat 4, after President Johnson's
warning of the day before against further incidents. IRR reasonedlthnt
Hanoi's leaders probably felt they must either act again or risk
appearing cowed by US pressure. Chinese statements and patteruna of
behavior indicated to INR that, far from urging restraint oan Hanoi in
the interim between the two incidents, Peking, if comsulted, was '‘more
likely" to have supported Hanoi's #ggressiva cle:c:l.siot:l."9 This gnalysis,
of course, assumed that the second incident had beem a delibérate North
Vietnamese attack: INE concluded at the time that it had and maintsined
this judgment ahorily';hereafter in a review of the incidenti. Im
response to quegticns raised in 1967 over the ep}sode, INR produced
another study which fouwad that the evidence avnilahle——althoggh circum—
VEgPtial—aupported this conclusion.

When the US ordered retaliatory strikes, INR pr;pared a memorandum
for the Secretary outlining likely reac:ious.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 assimtance.

Further, IHR_felt that the main counter-reprisals would occur in the

49. See IV-30: RM, RYE-56, "Peiping and Hanol: Motivatious in Gulf of
Tonkin Crisis," August 5, 1964

50. See IV-31: Memorandum for the Secretary, "Probable Foreign
Reacticns to the US Strike,”™ August 4, 1964
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South in the form pf.increased VC activity, since "Hmoi will be under
Btrong pressure to demonstrate that the attacks on the North will oot
halt Viet Cong action...." Peking's reaction, the paper held, wvocld

be directed toward demonstrating its support and ralsing pressures
against further escalatiocn while leaving room for megotiationa or
further graduated responses as deemed necessary. Although INR misjudged
in assuming that Peking would puSIicize its actions, the paper did pre-
dict correctly that the Chinese would send to North Vietnam jet sircraft
and ground anti{i-aircraft equipment, together with advisers. INg did not
envisage ground movements into North Vietnam, bot did snggest that
Peking "would communicate evidence of mobilizing moves within Chipa" to

build “concern over the threat of ground intervention."

Aftermath of Tonkin: Hanoi and Peking Warn Against Escalation

Socn thereafter, INR reported efforts by Hanoi and Peking to deter
further US attacks by raising the spectre of an offensive in the South
and pogsible Chinese involvement in the North. It digd not conzider overt
North Vietnamese interventiom in the South likely but predicted that
"Hano. will probably inc?ease ;overt iofiltration, possihly iacluding
some rezular units for later use if needed."51 INR felt that th; North

Vietnamese leaders expected new attacks on the North, particularly if

the GVN position further deteriorated, and that they favored increased

51. See IV-32: IN, “Hanoi Us&sahﬁmﬁﬂs‘tlm”ﬁ&d Off Further Attacks,™

Augusc 18, 1964 U b AR =i
Ji‘Lﬂuu—:\-f ar "-i yLud
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52
Viet Cong operations rather than any stand-dowm. Chinese warninga

also were more threatening, though typically imprecise. INR felt that
both Hanoi and Peking had sdvanced their coutingency preparations for
- action {n the event a nev crisis arosa, INR reported “tentative indica-

. 53
tions" of Chinese preparations for greater iavolvement.

LV

52. 1In fact, in ar oral briefing of DOD Assiatant Secretary HcNaughton
end Asgistant Secretary Bundy om August 21, an INR representative
- predicted that Hanof wonld order a VC attack on the US boabers at
Bien Hoa air base in retaliation for the Gulf of Tonkin strikes’
. znd as an added demonstration of their defiance of the escalation
: threat. The attack took place on Kovember 1.

53. See Special Aanex III
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indeed, the resumption of such patrols "may very well trigger an iccident
either through design or mutual miscslculation which could face ys with

the question of reprisals."” The patrels vere not resumed.

Egcalation Reconsidered

A progrem of attacks against North Vietmam was considered formally
54

again by the Intelligence Community in a SNIE published in October 1964.
In the faitial stages, USIB held, the Cosmunists “probably" would attempt

to dissuade the US by a mixture of movea, "including some appareat con-—

cesgions to US wishes." If these moves falled 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 ceage-fire in the South and try to prowote an Inter-
national confereace" albeit without making "any weaningful concessions."
These agencies did, however, agree in the SKIE that there was “substantial
dange;" that Hanoi would react aggressively; INR went further and in &
footnote expressed its belief that North Vietnam "would" choose the
aggressive course. INR expected Hanoi to feel that tae prize to be won
by "all-out attacks" would outweigh any damage to be suffered from con-
tinued alr attacks, and that any concessions vould only invite further
strikes and at the game time undermine Viet Cong morale; INR therefare
predicted that North Vietnam 'would carry om the f£ight and proceed to

send 1ts own armed forces on a large scale to Laos and South Vietnsw.”

‘54, See IV-33: SNIE 10-3-64, "Probable Commmist Beaction te Certain

US/GVR Courges of Actiocn,”™ October 9, 1964
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USIB agreed that if the aggressive course vere pursued the Chinese
would “probably” introduce "limited numbera" of Chinese ground troops
"both to prepare for further escalstion end to make clear Peking's com-
mitment to assist the North Vietnamese." The Eatimate expressed "“doubt"
that Peking would commit umits of ite air force. It atill 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™ wmless “major
US/GVH ground wnita”™ had moved to "occupy" areas of the DRY or Communigt-
held northern Leos, or "possibly” unless the Chinese had coemitted air
unita and suffered retaliastory attacks. As ig Hay, USIB held that i{f the
bowbing succeeded in halting cutside support, the effect would be ounly
to gain time for the US to continue its efforts to eatablish a "viahle
regime™ in the South and to deal with the “indigenous Viet Cong inaurgency;”
this time USIB did not address itself to the consequences 1f the p'rogra.m

failed.

The Situation Rezppraised -

A major reviev of the Vietpam situation was umdertaken in October and
November of 1964. The bagic policy study, prepared by Assistant Secretaries
Bundy and !‘_Idiaughton, favored a program of rapid strikes againest the North
as riskier but more likely to achieve US objectives than a graduated
escalation., The papers vieved aven slow escalation as preferable to
doing "more of the same," because even if the escalatory course ended in

the lose of South Vietnax, "our having taken stronger measurea would atill
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leave us a good deal better off with respect to the confidence and
willinguess to stand firm of the naticns in the next line of defense in
ssis." This judgment astood in marked coutrast to the concluaion of the

55
May SNIE,

In commenting, at Mr. Bundy's request, oa the paper's discussion of
graduated escalatien (without having the rest of the study), INR reiterated
its judgment that Hanol would respond aggresaively and that Chinese gromd
units ni;ht be 1ntt;duced into North Vietnam. It also expressed concerm
about the plan's position against negotiafions in the early stagea,
because if we later agreed té megotiate ve wou;; wake it appear that we
were negotiating from weakness and as 4 result of failure to achieve,
Hanol's submission. INR propoeed, but never recéived a responsa to, still
another approach: that the US position a strike-force in the South Chipa
Sea (including some Harinesat DaNang), and occupy some strong-points in

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

US coumitment and threaten escalation "to increzse Hanol's inceative to

negotiate ou our teras™ without setting us: {rrevocably on an escalatory
56

courge we might not be prepared to carry “through.

$5. See IV-28: SNIE 50-2-64

l"

56. See IV-34: MM-REA-64-236, "Comment on Draft Analysis of 'Option C

November 10, 1964
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INR's views on th? risk of Chinese intervention were based ou
Chinese varnings and evidence of military preparatious. 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 alr defense. Moat oainous hard intelligence was the discovery
that the Chinese were constructing on a priority basis an airfield at
Ningming just & few miles from the Korth Vietnamese border; its location
nade.nore gsense for operationa over North Vietnam than over China where
it simply duplicated the coverage of gnother field. INR coacluded that
congtruction of this alrfield, tsken together with recent deployments of
Chinese jet fighters to South China and evideace of Sinc-North Vietnamese
air defense cooperation, “strongly suggeats” that the Chinese "may be
preparing to provide air defemse for the Hanoi-Haiphong area against

61
possible US air attacks.”

INR's estimate of North Vietmam's intentions remained much the same
as in the fall. In late Jznuafy 1565, INR noted evidence that the North
Vietnamese ware less worried over the Iimminence of dir;ct attacks, but
believed that they “viev this as a distinct poseibility against vhich
they have been preparing their defenses since early last spring, while

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

.62
alter their plans for South Vietnam." The rest of the Intelligence

Coumunity, in a SNIE cu February 4,implicitly supported this position.

61. MM-RFE-64-257, “New Chinese Cowmunist Airfield Kear North Yietnam,"
November 28, 1964. See zlso Special Anmex IIIL.

62. See IY-36: MM-RFE-65-27, “Hanci Propaganda on US Operations," -
January 29, 1965
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Escalation Reconsidered and Approved

A systematic program of air strikes was agaiu congidered at the
highest levels as the South Vietnamese military and political situatiom
Jeterlorated further, and particularly after the US made strikes againat
the North on February 7 and 8 in retaliation for chnuéist attacks on
Rieiku and several other US installations. Presidential Assistant
McGeorge Bundy wrote in a memorandmm from Saigcﬁ for the President on
February 7 that "without mew US action, defeat appears inevitable."
Bundy's mission recowmended a program of "graduated and continuing
reprisal® as "the most prowising course available." Acknowledging that
the costs in America; air losses would be "significant" and that it
would be “likely" eventually to require “"an extensive and coatly effort
against the whole alr defenase system" of North Vietnam, the report never-
theless considered the program "cheap" vhen measured against the costs of
defeat and "even if {t faila to turn the tide--as it may--the value o£
the effort seems to us to exceed its coast." The Bundy.uisaicn speculated
that the chaaces for success might be somewhere between 25 aund 75 percemt.
The memorandum held that even 1if it failed, the program would dampen
criticism that the Unite& States had not done all {t could and would
challenge the sanctusry principle thus helping to deter future Covemunist

- {nsurgency. It did not discuss the possible uneed for US ground forces.

-Although the long-ter=m purpose of the program would be to influence

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

the "{zmediate and critical targets” are in the South—"in the minds of




the South Vietnamese and in the minds of the Viet Coug cadres.” It
predicted an immediate incresse in optimism among non-Counu;ist Southern-
ers which would offer an opportunity for increasing American leverage

and which "could well" increase the readiness of Vietnamese factions to
join in a more effective goverument. In & uenoran&un of Pebruary 10, INR

commented on the weaknega of this argument,

The INR comments also noted that the report omitted any comasideration

of Chinese Communist reactions. INR cited recent judgments of the Intelli-
gence Cosmmunity that the Chinese were likely to involve themgelves at some
.gtage of the escalatory procegs. INR also pointed out the Intelligence
Community's more pesaimistic treatment of free world reaction. Bundy's
neﬁo considered only briefly the impact on Hanol's "will," and INR's
coument did not mention 1ts own doubts or those of the Intelligence Com-
munity regarding the effectiveness of boubing in this regard.

After ?he Bundy memo, two more SNIEs were produced on Communiat
reactions to a ayste;atic bombing program. The first Estimate, published
on february 11.63 dealt at length witn Soviet reacticm, predicting diplo-
matic pressure and military assistance and seeing gbout an even chance
that some SA-2 installations would be provided. Hanoi, it was eatimated,
"almost certainly" would not restrain the Viet Coug 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 Resctions to Possible US Actions,”
February 11, 1965
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inflicted increasing.damage on North Vietnam. INR took no footnote to
this rather optimis;ic viev, which conflicted with both its previous
stand and the position taken a week later. USIB concluded that there
was a "“fair chance“.thnc 1imiced numbers of Chinese ground forces
would be introduced into North Viétnam, but the majority thought thar,
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.” The
Estimate sald that Peking "a{ght" react to strikes against northern
North Vietnam with fighters from Chinese bases; continuihg ta take a
more mlarmist view of Chinese moves and of the evidence of Sino-DRV .
cooperation, INR felt that China "yould probably™ do so.

A supplemental Estimate a week later dealt with the conaequences of
limited "tit-for-tat" sctrikes and of a declared, sustained program of
boubiug;64 There was general agreement that the first course would have
1itrle effect. On the second course, all participants except IKR
repeated their prediction in the October SNIE that i; vas “more likely"
that Hanol would make some concession to obtain a reapite, without com—
pletelylabandoning aupport for the Viet Ceong, than that it would opt for
increasing the level of varfare. IKR disagreed, considering that the
increase was mora likely, and that the "probéble" Chinese coomitmeat of its

fighters to defend major North Vietnamese targets would reinforce Hanol.'a

persistence, vhatever the US fespoﬁse to the Chinese zctiom.

64. See IV-38: SHIE 10.3/1-65, "Communist Reactions to Possible US
Course of Action Against NV," February 18, 1965
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The Estimete also suggested that Henol was unlikely to respond
vith a large-scale invasfon of South Vietnam and/or Laos, but would
consider that it was unnecessary and involved too great anm expansion of
the Chinese role and risk of a major destruction in the North. INR, on
the contrary, predicted that once US ;tcacka on the Hanoi-Haiphong com-
plex destroyed major industrial and xilitary targets, North Vietnsm
vould “probably" send its own armed forces "on a large scale™ to Laos
and South Vietnam in the belief that the US either wvould not meet them
on'fbe ground or could be defeated in a protracted war. Further, INR
felt that Peking would back Hanoil by introducing limited numbers of
Chinese ground forces to underline its commitment gnd prepare for
further escalationm. |

INR continued to highlight the. threatening nature of Peking's state-
ments and to report evidence of nilitaéy preparations. It interpreted
repeated Chinese promisea of assigstance "™with the strong implication of
direct involvement of their own forces" as cowmitting :their preatige to

65
a more vigorous response to any fotura escalation."

65. See IV-39: 1IN, "Tough Chinese Communist Posture oo Vietnam,”
Pebruary 19, 1965




