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

Background: 

Under O1ea'. successors, political stability becaae aanif"atly a 

transitory state of affair •• a ensuing govera.ents .tuabl.d froa one 

crid. to another; it vu equally clear that the regiae vaa II&king no 

lasting progresa again.t the Comaunists even though US support 

increased and the fighting grew aore intense and wideapread. What vu 

not ao cle.ar was the extent to which the situation vas deteriorating, , 
or the rea.oDS for this trend. lor vas the US able to find effective 

foraulas to strengthen the goverllAent, or to aake its ovn ailitary 

action against the VC IOOre effeetive without d1ainisbing South VieFla-

.ea. initiative. 

Darin, this period, US governaetlt opinion shifted dr.stic&lly froa 

opti=1s .. over progress to pesalaisa OYer proapecta under the exiating 

ground rnlea of the war. Anxieties were coapounded for the liS at the 

outset when it beca- evident that, as ItrR had consistently varned, the 

inforaation furnished by the 01_ ,ov .. ~nt and on which the US had 
1 

based it. policy, had been inaccurate and lIdaleading. ktveu DeceUer 

1963 and Kay 1964, Secretary KcNamara aade three fact-finding trips to 

ass" •• the situation. In the chaotic political .ituation, US support 

bec .... aore than "ver clearly indispensable to the survival of the GVN; 

for .o~ tiAe it evan became .ore particularly identified in the puhlic 

view with the political survival of J:hanh. 

C 1. See, for e:u.p1e, Section II above, note 6,and especially note 11. 
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AI. joint US/GVR lIliliCary efforts· within South Viet:a.aa produced no 

aigna of saaeaiued pro,resa, attention turned increasingly towar4 

Borthem leadership and support for the eo.-unis t insurgency and Con-

aideraCion of means to curtail it. In March 1964, Secretary Hcl!a&&ra 

recommended against bombing the Borth for the time being, but ordered 

that steps be taken to aake possible the launching of a program of air 

strikes on 30 days notice. Subsequently, otnc!ies vere aade of the 

• probabre. result. of air action and reactions to it. AI. ve later 

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

own forces into the South. 
«'. . 

the first units arrived in the lata fall of 

1964; it vu March 1965 before this ItOTe beeas. evident to us. 

Meanwhile, an e%pAlUion of the theater of overt operations YU 

occurring in response to events outside of South Vietn.... In late Hay 

1964, Pathet Lao ady&oces in Laos produced a request fro. Souvanna Phouaa 

for US reconnaiaaance flights over the Plaine des Janes; .. fter two air-

craft had been dOVlled by ground fire, the US flew a retaliatory .trike 

against en....,. batteries and authorized subsequent flighta to retarn fire. 

In addition, intelligence collection against .orth Vietnaa Wa. int~i-

actions, in parallel with calculated varnings reported in the pres., 

vere designed to be NaigaaLa" foreshadavin, to Hanoi more dire actions 

should Borth Viecna. refuse to daapen the Lao aud South Viecnaae.e con-

flicta. In early August, after tva engag_nts between North Vicen-eae 
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torpedo boat. and uS naval vessels in. the Galf of Tonkin, the US .. de 

a retaliatory airatrike against Daval facilities in North Vietn ... 

Following the reprisal, the US Congre •• approved a resolution eapover-

ing the President uto take all necessary .easare •••. to prevent further 

aggression." 

During this period, the US did not seek a negotiated aettleaent; 

indeed, it aade effort. to avoid any negotiations ~hich alght involve 

South Vietna. even indirectly. Thas, the US rejected Polish and French 

propoaals during Hay 1964 for negotiations over the Laotian aituation. 

In february 1965, a series of spectacular Co_unist attacka against· 

us installations in South Vietnam coincided with a period of political 

chaos in Saigon. The US responded vith two joint US!RVlU..F retaliatory 

atrikes against the North on February 7 and 8; and on Karch 2, the U5 

launched a progrua of liaitad-but continuous and graduated-air. trikes 

On the DRV which, according to a Nev York Ti~. backgroander of Karch I, 

vas intended to bring about a negotiated settle.ent. 

"Whether 'tis better •••• " 

The rationale for US airs trikes against the North evolved steadily 

during this phase. At firot, concerned becauae it vas iapoasible to aeal 

the border of South Vietnam by groand action, the U5 considered strike. 

along tranaportation and cOlllllllmications links in southern North Vieta ..... 

and the .... jor passes frota Laos as a poSSible, partial alternative ... thod 

of stemming Communist infiltration. The Intelligence Coamunity quickly 

agreed, hovever, that the political disadvantages of this course would 
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far outweigh any military gain as long as the Viet Cong continued to 

be so largely self-sufficient and the fighting remained at the prevail-

ing level. 

The question vas then raised whether US strikes against targets 

in the DRV, which would not only cause damage but also demonstrate US 

determination to prevent a Communist victory in South Viet~, would 

persuade Hanoi to call off the insurgents or at least to reduce its 

support for the war and so bring it to a level'manageable for the 

South Vietnamese.' There vas general agreement in the Intelligence Com- . __ 

munity that this program would not persuade Ranoi to stop the war, but 

most members other than INR th~t Hanoi Right reduce its support to 
~.-~,-.., 

gain a respite. There vas also, however, a general bat usu.al.ly unstated 

skepticism about South Vietnam's ability to .anage the insurgency at 

whatever level it Il:I.ght remain. .\sreeaent over likely eo-unist responses 

to any combination of US actions vas rare; nor vas there any conaensus 

over the results of .... rely raising the threat of possible airstrikes. 

It is ironic that, vb11e the isaue over bombing waa argued in terms of 

North Vie~' s role in the South, no one thought of it aa a reaction 

to escslation by Hanoi itself, because no one yet knew that the North 

Vie!:!1aar.ese had already decided to introduce their",", c01lbat unita into 

the South. 

The political turmoU after Die .. VaAl overthrown suggested the arga-

aents that US strikes againat the North Il:I.ght for one thing provide 

evidence enough of US support to bolster a yobbly government, and might 
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evea galvanize the South Vietnamese iato the unified military eftort 

the US had been v .... tiIlS frOll the oatoet. Bat the Intelligence Co.aunity 

estimated that .... initial elatioa ia the Sonth would tarn to dia11luo1oa-

.ent should air. trikes Dot quickly bz1ng the war to an end. In Harch 

1964, Secretary Kcliaaara rejected a jaatif1c.atioa of US boabing of the 

North 1a teras of ito favorable political effects in Saigon. A year 

later, however, in view of the uucertain situation in SVl!, a White Bouse 

~orandUR of February 7, 1965, again raised the proposal .a a aeaaure 

of laat resort. The paper eatimated that the ch .... c.ea 1Iight be anywhere 

between 25-75% that the proposed atrikes would produce aatiafactory 

results either in the South or the North. 

Kort.ug on from. these aargin.a.l. pro8pect~, the Whit:. House IteIILOrandUli. 

elaborated a fourth rationale, arguing that, if the eo..unista should 

a=<:eed in the face of US airatrikes, the general reaults to the US of 

failure in Vietnaa voald altogether overshadow the particular losa of 

prestige fro. f&tiara of the bOllbi.ng. Hore podtiTely the IIeOIO suggeated 

that direct US action againat the North would resolve th_ fears ot other 

Asian allies-notably the Thais-that the US vas omvilliag to underwrite 

an ultimate guarantee against new eo-uuist advu"". in Asia. Thh fourth 

rationale, vhic:J: Vaa ia direct conflict with the conclusion of • Hay 1964 
2 

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

bomb the North. 

2. See below, note 43. 
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The unstable political situation in Saigon held the center of 

attention during thi. period, though by no means to the neglect of the 

discouraging course of the war--and the extent and .... ture of llanoi 'a 

ailitary effort. These probleoaa in turn int .... ified debate over a 

policy of boabing ,the Horth and thus staulated a tlov of intelligence 

appraisals as to tha lileely effecta and conse'luences of IUch a policy. 

The fall of Diem raiaed Dew is8 ..... for political intelligence 

within the perennial fraaevork of stability and war effort. IIIlI. judged 

that the VC had _de condderable saiua during the laat six '"""tha of 

1963, but held that the trend W&8 in no lense irrevarlible. It felt 

( 
that the neY H1nh-Tho gO""""*"'t vas &&king !Ill adequate response and that 

the lceys to progress were unity at the top, a r ... tructuring of adainis-

trative 1IL8chinery, &ad a full war effort. In thi., it was IlIOn 

optiaistic than other eleaenta in the Intelligence eoaavnity and, con-

versely, vu 1 .... impressed by the' J:hanh rega.. that loon overthrew Kinh. 

IHR judged Ih.anh to be self-serving and not very cmopetent, lacking 

political support and even such folloving within the ailitary; IHR con-

sidered Kiuh preferable in all respect. as a leader. 

The politico of the turbulent J:]u",h period, .. INIl viewed them, 

hinged upon a tenaion between two lesy' factors--Ihanh's desire to perpetuate 

hia paver and his need (daa to US presaure and his own veale bue in the 

government) to include nav political el_l1t. in the .yst_. The C0I18e-

c. '1uenc" vas a grovth of factioualiwa in ailitary as veIl a. religioue and 

, .... 
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political circles, which increased the original points of ten.ion. Ri. 

own moves against political leaders, IHR Roted, both "burt the OS position 
~-.-. 

in VietnSll and further weakened his held on power. The end of th .. Khanh 

era, in Dn's judpent, revealed the advantage. that aight rualt frOlO 

a ailitary-Buddhiat working rdatfmuohip, although the el_t. within 

each cowponent placed their 0"" goal. above the lIead for political 

stability. In fact, I!Ill. vi~ed South Vietn.Dt aa being in the llidst of a 

genuine nOD-Co..unist .odo-political revolution, after a long p •• r1od of 

represaiOll, vith the contest for power broadeniJ2g out beyond the officb.l 

In judginS the war effort, DIll, having already discounted Di",,:'. 

.tat1stie., vas not shocked &s aach as others by discovering their falsity, 

and hence did not adopt as pe.sWstic an outlook. Statbtieo on the 

in dire need of atandardiutiou, .... hown by conflicting report. frOOl A 

variety of llilitary agencies. 

At the begin.ning of the period, IJ!1l held that an up.""'g. in VC activity 

reflected accuaalated strength and not a .udden riae in infiltration. 

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

for 1964 vas ahove that of the previo~ year, though still below the 1962 

level. When the South Vietnaaea. raised the claim in the early amaser of 

1964 thAt native Horth Vietnaae8 .. units vere infiltrAting, Drl judged tbe 

c:1aia unlikely to be tJ;UOl since the action would provide tbe US vi th an 

opportunity to videa the var. It usa felt that lChanh va. str ... dn& 
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this i.a"" to atrengthen hia doaeatic positi"". Toward the .... d of the 

year and in January 1965, AI eTidence of a North Vietnamese bnild-up in 

south-central Laos .canted, IRK and the Intelligence eo..unity continued 

to think it unlikely that llanoi wcinld choose to alter draatieally the 

character of the var by sending regular HVA units to fight in the Sonth. 

IHll, however, estimated that Hanoi would probably do so if the lInited 

States began a bOlObinll progr_ asaillAt the Korth. In aid-I'abroary, as 

the decision to boab vas being aade, there atill was DO sufficient 

evidence to show that regular North Vietna.eae cocbat unita were already 

in South Vietnaa. 

Koting that the eo-unists had atopped calling for neutralizing 

( South Vietn_, I1!ll suggested that they would return to the proposal only 

( 

when they vere very veal:, or so strong thet it could ease th .. way to their 

taking over. Low-level LiAts of North Vieen-ea. flexibility and intere,t 

in contacts vere reported by IlIll, but it found the evidence inaafficient 

to indicate whether this activity reflected a willingness to cousider 

talks seriotully or vas siaply a desire to vard off eacalation without 

giving .ueb in return. 

The issUt! of bombing the North occnpied' attention more &lid .ore a. 

the period wore on. Fro. the outset, INll estimatf~ that North Vietn&lll 

had control enough of the situation to call off the var but vas .ost 

unwilling to do so, and that it vould not do 80 under presaure of bo~bing 

attacks. Reasouing fro. evidence of North Vietnamese preparations both 

for res:isting direct US attack and for increasing support of the var in 

sllillEE:f 
':' . 
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the South, INR felt that Hanoi was deterRined to persevere in the face 

of threatened or actual OS action. Together, however, vith its appreci-

ation of Banoi'. hardline position on thi. score, INR shared the belief 

of the Intelligence Community that R4noi would avoid actions which might 

give Washington the excuse to strike the North. Thus, INR was surprised 

by Hanoi's provocative behavior du~ng the Tonkin Gulf crisis; the most 

plausible explanation sel!lled to be that Hanoi vas determined not to be 

faced dovn by what in its eyes were American threata. INR judged that 

any counteraction by North Vietnaa would be to intenaify the war in the 

South; this viev accorded ~th earlier judpents that IIanoi would respond 

to bombing not vith a qualitatively different policy but rather by 

(- heightening support for VC operations. 

Throughout this period, INa differed from the majority of the Intelli-

gence Community on two 1aportant ideas. First, it conaiatently held that 

Hanoi vas 1IIOre likely to react aggre .. iTely, intensify the war in the 

South, and even lend its ova force.a South, than to w.ak.e conce •• ioos so as 

to gain a respite fro. the bombings. lithoush feY aatiaatora elsewhere in 

the Co_unity thought that Hanoi would aake very significant or lasting 

concessions, .ost felt that lIanoi vas .ore likely to lIOderate the t_po 

of the var and direct effort into diploaatic channel. than to escalate 

the conflict. Secondly, INR dis.greed over the strength and nature of 

Chinese reactioua to US air attacks all North Vietn_; generally, in con-

aidering poaaible US couraes of action, and particularly aoderate to 

intense. atta.c:.ka again8t the Nortb, lKI. argued that the Chinese vere ~ 

( 
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likely to enter tbe var and in greater numbers tban otber agencie. 

estiJlated. Host esti&&tea "sreed that significant attac\:.a would briAg 

in aose Chinese ground forces and that heaYy air assault. "aigbt" bring 

in Chinese air pover, bat INl/. argued that heaYy attacl:.a "vould" e'fOke 

Chinese air particil'«tion and that even ... derately intense air attacks 

aigbt do ao. 

In its ova analyaes, Ill/. followed closely the verbal •• calatioa in 

Chinese tbreat. wbich it felt vere geared to _tch those of the US; •• 
it judged that their threats reflected a general colllllliClOellt by the Chinese 

to &Bsist North Vietnam. It eat:t.&ted that China would .apply aircraft. 

and antiaircraft ve.apon.a in tbe vake of the ronJdn Culf crisis and, when 

( 
it did, noted other evidence of Sino-North Vietna..eae aUitary cooperation. 

For the reulnder of this period, IHll interpreted Peking'. vamin,. and 

COT'ert act. of ailitary-political pr'"l'aratioa to indil'atc that Cbina Ya.8 

ready to participate in the var in the contingency that tha US e&ca1ated 

rapidly and broadly. 

The Kiuh-Ibo Coveraaent: l!ove8her 1963-Janb4rY 1964 

The Kiub-Ibo go ..... .-...eUt enjoyed a period of initial popularity and 

aeeaing political .tabUity .. it set about .u..-ntling the Die. regu.e 

and con.olidating ita own position. c-_iat attacks darl.ng the fir.t 

.oatb after the .1Iove.her coup rose subscanCia11y, 1apartin& to the indices 
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the South, INR felt that Ranoi was detenoined to persevere in the face 

of threatened or aetual US action. Together, however, with its appreci-

ation of Hanoi's hard line position on this score, INR shared the belief 

of the Intelligence Community that Banoi would avoid actions which might 

give Washington the excuse to strike the North. Thus, INR was surprised 

by Hanoi's provocative behavior during the Tonkin Gulf crisis; the most 

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

faced down by what in its eyes were American threats. INR judged that -. 
any counteraction by Horth Vietnam would be to intenaify the war in the 

South; this view accorded with earlier judgments that Ranoi vould respond 

to boabing not with a qualitatively different policy but rather by 

(- heightening support for VC operations. 

Throughout this period, INR differed from the majority of the Intelli-

gence Community on tva iaportant ideas. First, it con8istendy held that 

Hanoi Vas more likely to react aggre •• iTely, intensify the var in the 

Sooth, end even lend its awn forcea South, than to aake eonc.e •• ions 80 as 

to gain a respite fro. the bombings. llthoagh few astillatora elaewhere in 

the eo-unity thought that Hanoi would aske very significant or la.ating 

concessions, IIOst felt that Ranoi vas JIOre likely to aoderate the t_po 

of the war and direct effort into diploaatic channels than to escalate 

the conflict. Secondly, INR di •• greed over the strength and nature of 

Chinese reactiona to US air attack.. OD. North Vletnaa; generally, in COQ-

sidering po.dble US COllrses of action, and particularly aoderate to 

iuteDA4 attacks agaiJl8t the North, lNI. argued that the Ch1ueae vere ~ 

c . n/!l"'~ 'f I Z~·~""'. h"'li'! jj ':".- ' 
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likely Ca enCer the var and in greater numbers than ather agencie. 

estiAated. Hoct e.t1:&&tea .greed that significant attacu would briJlg 

in ....... Chineae graaud farces and chat heavy air Assaulta "aight" bring 

in Chinese air pover. but IIIII. argued that heavy attacu "would" ",",k" 

Chinese air participation and that even ~derately intenoe .ir attacks 

aight do ao. 

In ita OVD ADAlyoea. IRR followed closely the verbal •• calation in 

Chinese threat. which it felt vere geared to ... tch chose of the US; 

it judged that their threats reflected a general colllllitloel>.t by the Chinese 

to assist North Vietnam.. It estilaated that China would .upply aircraft 

and antiaircraft veapona in the wake of the IonJdn Culf cri.is and. when 

( 
it did. noted other e-rldel1c .. of Sino-North Vietn·_...se Ilil.1tary cooperation. 

For the iee-linder of this period. IIIJ. int .. rpreced Peking'. varuins. and 

covert &eta of ailitary-pol:ltical preparation to indicate that China va.a 

ready to participate in the var in the contingency that the US eccalated 

rapidly and broadly. 

The Kinh-Iho Cave..-e:ut: Ilove.her 1963-January 1964 

The Kinb-Tho govet1lJH1it enjoyed a period of initial popularity and 

seeaing pol:ltieal .tability &AI it set aboat: diaaantl:lng the Diea reg1ae 

and conoolidating its 0VIl po"ition. eo-UDiat attacks d~ th .. firat 

aoath after the.Noveaber coup rooe oubotantially, iapartiRC to the indicea 

a tT_d even aON -.favorable to the CVII than they had obovu daring tha 

la .. t ....,th .. of the Mea reg1Jr.e. By the begiJUling of Dec:ealH:r. ho"n· .. T. 

C Co.Rani .. t activities aubsided and the.CVII.had increased operatiOll8 
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oafficicatly to .uneat .., ... favorable trend<o. By Dece>&ber. tberefo~. 

IIlIl felt tbat tbe :t-diata '1-.tiOll "u 1 ... one of .tabilizing • 

... terioratinl .ecurlty dtaation tb.an of tbe rel1Ae'. establiahini 

rapidly ag effecti.e political .tructure cad sustaining progre •• in tbe 

var o.er an extcaded period of tiao. 

IIlIl ran_ed thi. .i tua tio .. on Dece>&ber 20, 1963. and concluded 

tbat the receat Viet CODg off .... iy .. "reflect. tbe still ~d1.1n1.hed 

capability of tbe ca.auni.ts to raise tbe 1e •• l of tbeir operations." 

Altbough in the put half year the Viet CODg had -.de an a.er-all gain, 

'-' 
it V&S .till too early to .. aluate ita extent; .tati.tic. "" the .trategic 

"-leta ~ere incoatllete or contradictory. _d it " .. difficult to jadge 

th"e extent of daaa, .. by th .. Vi.t CODg. and how far tbe antayorabl" trend 

tion _ct.JlOrecr ... U.tic apprai.al. by the neY sovernaent_ The IHR paper 

declared. 

On balanc ...... ve do not beli.,.e tbat the .ituation i. 
irre.ersible. While Viet CODg ai1itary capabi1iti •• ha.e 
not diAiai.hed. neither ha.e the gov .. raaent'.. Koreover, 
the deaonatrated ability of the go_rnaeut to iner ..... it. 
re.poa.& to the Viet ~ ••• hold[.l coa.iderabl. proai •• 
tbat tba ailita~ progre •• r.gi.tered a,ain.t tb. inaur­
gents prior to aid-l963 will be re.tored .... d .urp ..... d 
.... Kaeh will depC1d .... tbe ability of the Idlitary 
leader.hi, to .ubordinat. political .... d par.oaal differ­
eaee •• to act with d •• patch in cOatlleting tbe new fraae­
work of gO'ftr-ent. and to r.tuu fall-tiae to lUll.ging 
tbe var effort. 3 

3. See IV-I. IrE-I0l. ~~reAd<o in .t~. War Effort in South Vieen .. ," 
,Dec_ber 20, 1963,.' "; , ,'.. ,. 

t , .,ft' " '. 

~l~l.i~l\.q EZ h -·...; 

IT 



c 

-. ..•. , 
Ir j.!!." 

12 

Secretary HcRaaara told the 

House 4nacd Sen-ices ea-ittee tut the dtuation re.ained gra:ve, bllt 

that "the 8urviyal of 4ll illdependent govermoeut in South Vietnaa is .0 

iaportant to the security of SoUthe48t Asia and to the free world that 

I c_ concei". of no altemati ... other t"- to taIc.e all nec .... ary 

aeasure. within our capability to prevent a Co.auniat victory." Tvo 

daya later, a ailitary coup led by General NgUyen Dumh ~.aoved HiIlh 

f...,. power in Saigon. 

lI.iding a Loser: General Xhanh'. l!eigu, January"1964 to l'ebruary 1965 

On the day of the coup, I1111 discussed how ""lid were the concern. 

~h professed over HiIlh'. failure to restore the .oaentu. of the 

counterinsurgency effort, and over the po.sibility that the HiIlh govern-
5 

.ent alght .eek a Decotiated aettleaent vith Ranoi. INR foand no 

evidence to support Ihanh'. al.le&atioD that the Minh l0vtrasent vas eou-

aidering a bilateral ..,tU_eat vith the North. It judged that I:hmh 

acted frOlll little else thCll person.al 8JIlbitioa, cui, in _y ease, II!R cou-

sidered that Hinh "ould uve been acre lika1,. to foster ailitary and 

political progress in SVK. Event. partially justified thb ... e8<tMl1t; 

S. tIK-l!:rE-64-20, "'I1> .. Coup in Sai!ou." January 29, 1964 t\ 
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ncb faUed to restore political stability, let alon .. tbe __ t .... of 

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

Under ~, while the ailitary situation failed to i"'Proys, the 

political .ituation once lOOre got oat of hand. lIher. I(iJ1b had att .... pted , 
to ro~ a governaeu~ vi tcc~i~lan •• ~anh (qith US ?=cddin:) ~r!ed to 

include political eleaeuts as well. The result vas that factionali .... 

increased, not only within ailitary drcl .. , where J:banb vas unable to 

RUSter the v,_~ ~oA ~'joyed, but ~l.o aaoag ci~11an elementa, 

-'where cleavage nov grew alcug political as vell as religious and regional 

lines. Tovard US policy bis relationahip vas coatradictory. On the one 

hand, the US co-.itted itsslf deeply to Khanb'a political survival, and 

he did make efforea to respood to US requirements for ailitary performance; 

on the other band, in doing 80 he relied increasingly on controls which 

ran bead-on into other efforts which the US vas backing to widen tbe 

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

he peraitted tbe outbreak; of local and national political straggl ... , in 

p~r_t inherited fr01l. Diem'. repression and in part reflecting J:ha.ab' slack 

of stature, in any case disruptive of the var effort. 

\/lien in April 1964 student d""",nstrationa broke out in Hue, IIlR 
7 varned that these el_ents could rally a new vave of dissidence. In 

Augna~, INR believed that the resuaption of demonstrations in Rue 

6. HM-RFE-64-132, "Iaplication of tbe Trial and' Punishment: of the 
Vietnamese Generals, ft June S, 1964 

7. RFE-23 , "The Hue University Inddent--SyaptOlll of Deeper Problems," 
April 23, 1964 

: : '"' Vi 1 
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confronted Khanh "ith "his DOst serioll4 challenge to power," to which 
8 

coaproai.e aight not prove an effective response. Further, tbe ant1-

Aaerican sentiment eTident in the deaonstrationa .... ,. actwtlly reflect 

diuatiafacUon witb US support of Ibanh" ratlaer tban with OS sapport 
9 

for the war effort. 

Althougb Ehanh'. restrained respouse to the deaonatrationa 

probabl,. averted wider violence, bis frap_ted lo .... rmunt-a tr1......-irate 

of generals_ .... unlikel,. to last for long. nra wrote on August 28 tbat 

ltll1h still ·retained .apport within the anoed forces "and virtaall,. every 

sector of tbe Vie~;e aociet,.. therefore, Minh would apPeAr to occap,. 

IIOre of a popular base for national leadership tban an,. other peraOtUtlit,. 
10 

in Soutb Vietuaa toda,.." Duriag the next two vee"", the tr:l,lmIVira te 

" ... diasoh'ed, Kinb w .. elected ChaiOUlJl of the new ProTiaional St ... ring 

eo..ittee (despite OS .upport for Eh=b), and tbe Dalst generals who bad 

supported Minh were released and retarned to active daty. 

One of th" ca .... e. of the crisi., In believed, bad be"" Xhanh 'a cm-

paign to discredit and neatraItEe Kinb: "EhADh clearl,. ander •• tiaated 

8. In's oat put daring the first half of thia period "sa liaited whil" 
its senior an.al,.st for South Vie tn_ .... detailed to the office 
of the Secretary' a Special Assistant for Vietuaa, February to 
July 1964 

9. See IV-2: IN, ''Na~re of the Carrent Student-Buddhiat Deaonatra­
tiollS in South Viatn .. ," Augnat 24, 1964 

10. See IV-3: III, "Situation and Ioaediate OutlooJc in South vtetuaa," 
August 28, 1964 
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Kinh I s public appe.s.l And overea tisated his ovu."; however, 1Nl' s 

15 

further belief that r::hanh had "apparently recognized tha.t Minh's con-
11 

tinuillg leadership role is essential to [his 1 ovn survival" did 

not hold up: vithin day., Khanh forced Minh into exile in Bangkok. 

lIith Hinh gon~, DIi. believed that Dlanh's position would beco_ 

increasingly shaky. As doubts grew vhether anyone in South Vietna. 

could prov.ide the leadership for a successful counterillsurgeacy 

. effort, an attempt vas """ .. to inatall a civilian government; A 

proto-legislative body naaed the High lIational Council was appointed 

on Septeaer 26, 196 .. , which elected Ph .... [hac Suu as Chief of State 
I 

on October 24. Suu in turn chose Tr&.ll Van Huong as Prealer. \/hen 

the Huong cabinet vas faced vith A 8iallar round of disorden. Dill. 

noted that deaonatrations had beco.e contests for the repreaentation 

of conflicting interests rather th&.Il protests AKAillst specific govern-

aent controls or acts. low, even \lith the support of the aUitary and 

the High lIatiOU4l Council. 'political stability could not be restored 

"unless the c01IIpeting forces feel some confidel>ce that the """'position 

of the cabinet reflects their ova interests and aspirations. Given 

such confidence. it is possible that Huong could Burvive as the leader 

of a reconstituted cabinet. lIithout it, there i. little hope that any 

successor government, civilian or ailitary, could maintain effective 
12 

pover for loQg~" 

11. See 1V-4: IN; "General Minh Returns as Chief of State in South 
Vietnam, u A.ugust 28, 196 .. 

12. See 1V-5: Ill, "Political Crisis in Saigon," lIoveaer 21, 1964 
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In any case, INR believed the evidence ·clearly indicatea that 
13 

16 

his (thanh's] support (for the Buong loveru.ent] is not fira;" when 

lChanh proved these feara to be juatified by dissolving the Conncil on 

Deceaber 19, 1964, despite strong US support for a civilian governaent, 

INR predicted .that the IIOve could have livery dangerous repercussions" 

by giving the Buddhists an exploitable issue they bad heretofore 
14 

lacked in their coafroutation with Buong. Later, INR suggested that 

the Buddhists mght even receive support fr01l the anoy in their attempt 
. 15 

t~ overthrow Huong. And when r:hanh rem.oved Suu and Buong on January 

27, 1965, in direct violation of an agree.eut to consult Aabassador 
/ 

Johnson before ~g any further IOOveS. lRR concluded that r:hanh '8 

acHons lad "seriously reduced 1£ not shost elimnated any public 

respect for US political advice or for those who accept it ••• and pose 

the serious question whether Khanh has cOQsidered an alternative course, 
16 

i.e .• 4 negotiated fneutralist' solation for So~th Vietnaa"-an ironi-

cal counterpart to thanh's original allegations against Minh (see 

no te 5 above). 

13. See IV-£: IN, "Critic is .. of General r:hanh Could Portend Pover 
Straggle wi thin Anled Force.,.. Decellher 3, 1964 

14. See IV-7: IN, "Hilitary Coup in South Vietnaa Dissolves Pro-
visional Legislature." December 20. 1964 

15. See IV-B: IN, ''\.lhe re Are the Vietnamese Buddhists HeadingY" 
January 22, 1965 

16. See IV-9: Ml!-lU'E-65-22. ''The Situatiou in South Vietnam: the 
Quiet Coup," January 27,1965 
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On February 3, INR estimated that "the. forces against IChanh are 
17 

strong enough to depose hi .. " provided they remained united. A fort-

night later, an attempted military coup failed to set up a new 

government, but its repercussions in the Araed Forces Council forced 

Ihanh to resign from that body and, shortly thereafter, to depart 

from the COlOltry. 

,Just before lChanh vas overthrown. the Armed Forces Council had 

set up a neq cabinet headed by Buddhist Phan Huy Quat which survived 

the change. \lith the establishment of the new cabinet, IIIR. speculated 

that "South Vietnamts tvo DIOst poverful forces, the military and 

Buddhist leaderships, appear to have arrived at a working relationship 

that may be the opening of a new phase in South Vietnamese politics." 

However, INi warned, the personal ambitions of leading Buddhists and 

generals alike were such that "none of them would hesitate at a prop i-

tious aoment to sacrifice political stability to his desire for personal 
18 

power." 

In essence, INR viewed the Khanh era as inherently unstable. 

Khanh's greatest asset vas his possession of office, but be lacked a 

solid base, whether in factional adherents, institutional backing, or 

popular trust. US prodding and his ovn probl .... led hi. to broaden 

the governaent's base to include ciyUia.ns. !be e:r:p1oshe factionali ... 

of t~e period, to be sure, and his own efforts to hold power in 80 

17. See IV-IO: HM, "I_diate Prospects in Saigon," February 3, 1965 

18. See IV-H: IN, "South VietnaJll's New Cabinet: Possible Portent: of 
Greater Stability," Feb .... ary 1.7, 1965 

; t : _. ' .~ 
I; ;!f£¢#~ 

TOP SECREI 



( 

c 

Tor SECRET 
, ' 
~., 'i 'c.,'; 

18 

unsettled s situation generated great difficulties and led to dasag-

ing reversals of policy. Nonetheless, while the agitation and 

pre.sures that finally overthrew Xhanb reflected his own veaknesse., 

IKR al.o saw in the.e forces .anife.tations of a strong underlying 

demand for a more democratic, responsive government. 

/ In other vords, I!lR vas .uggesting, the contest for political 

power between non-Cooauni.t ele.n1:s 1n South Viet:n.aa had IIOW lIuper-

seded their concern for the var effort agunst the Viet eong. !lor 

Vas the .contest any longer lilll1ted to personaliti ... in and out of the 

Saigon civil-1ilitary bureau.cracy. In early February, a SliIX to which 

IKR had contributed IlUch of the sub.tance held that there vaa nov . 

under vay in South Vietnaa a genuine Bocial and political' revolution 

among noa-Communist eleaents, distinct and apart fro. the coatest vith 
19 

the Couaunis til. 

20 
The War and the Question of Infiltration 

The political disarray that followed Xh_h'. coup and the reve1a-

tion that Diea's statistics of progre •• had been deliberately IIl1sleading 

swung the pendul_ of Washington opinion fro.. guarded optiJd..n. to 

p .... 1.ai •• regarding the ontc"",,, of the var. Indeed. the pendultDlO avuug 

ao far that IKR. which had been less optilll1stic than the canoensus 

19. 

20. 

SliIII: 53-65, "Situation and Short-Ter. Prospects in South Vietn ....... 
February 4. 1965. Parta of this EatiJaate appeared in George A. 
Carver, Jr., fI'Ibe Real Revolution in South Viet:naa," foreip 
Affaira Quarterly. TOl. 43. no. 3. April 1965 

For aore detailed versiou. see Special Ann"", J;.-\'\~ 
~ \ I' \ \ 
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regarding ailitary progress before Die. fell, vas nov less pessiaistic 

than the consensus about the general outlook and leas concerned about 

the possibility of • South Vietn .. eae collapse. 

Deficiencies in the accuracy, standardization, and relevance of 

operational statistics on the var in the South vere largely overcose 

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 incoa/plete and unreliahl .. because 

assets were lacking to acquire them, prisoners vere inefficiently 

exploited, and there vaa an iuhereat lag, usually of 6 IIOIlths, between 

infiltration and detection. Views.diverged increasingly OTer the. 

impact and extent of external support, and this i88ue gained iaportaoce 

aa the counterinsurgency effort failed to aake progress, aa aeasures 

to reTerse the tide were debated, and &8 the US govern-ent began to 

argue over attacks on the North. 

Estiaatea in 1964 of infiltration for previous years based on evi-

dence available were roughly &s follows: 

1959-60 
1961 
1962 
1963 

4,500 
6,000 
12-13,000 
8,000 

Lacking its own independent sources of information, the Intelligence 

Community weighed as best it could the reliability of the evidence 

available, and tben debated the implications of infiltration trends 

for the progress of the var and for assessing Hanoits intention •• 

WcRtt 
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In December 1963, IRR saintained the position that the sources 

for estimating external support vere ati11 inadequate and could be 

illlpro,.led. \/hat figures were aTailab1e frOll HACV ahowed a lower n_ber 

of infiltrators for 1963 than for 1962; IRR concluded that the effect. 

of external support re ... iAed qualitative rather than quantitatiT8 and 

that the VC continued to depend on indigenous recrniblent. The sharp 

increaae in Viet Cong activities following Dies's downfall .t~d 

fr01ll strength gradually accumulated rather than fr01ll any recent upsnrge 
21 

in infiltration. 

lbe question of infiltration 4Osu.ed neY d~sions in the early 

8am.er of 1964 when Ihanh began to claia publicly that a .. jar hulld-ap 

of Coooounist forces in Sonth Viema. included regular unit. of the !IVA. 

He threatened a ''Karch North" in retaliation. HACV in fact reported 

that Viet Cong actint)' had increased in the northern proTince. and 

that two recently captured Viet Cong had proved to he native Harth Viet-

U8mese rather than, like prisoners captured hitherto, South Vietnaaese 

regronped to the North after the settlement of 1954. IRR still main-

tUned, hovever. that the. inc.rea8ed strength in aeD. and weapons nov 

being reported was the result of p .... t infiltration rather than a recent 

incresee. Like HACV, INR contended that the appearance of North 

Vietnamese among the Viet Cong did not signify the introduction of 

regular NYA un1 ta. Moreover, IRR felt that Hanoi wished to avoid 

"provokingU US escalation: thus, uin addition to the absence of proof 

21. See IV-12: I1H-RFE-63-l71, ''Viet Cong Infiltration," December 10", 
1963 
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to sppport GVN charges, the logic of tbe present situation suggests 

that North Vietnam i. unlikely to introduce regular units into the 
1 

South except in response to US escalation lest such a move vould pre-
22 

vide an excuse for our widening the \tar. 11 

IIIR further suggested that, vhereas [hanh .ugbt "ell bave 

believed that Hanoi bad infiltrated units in reaction to US threats 

to extend the var, it vas "also possible that lChanh has taken advan cage 

of this evidence .. a to strengthen pressures for an early escala·tion of 

the var." Operating frOlll a dYficult .ulitary and political position 

at hOll.e, he vould be aware that the "direct coadtm.ent by the United 

States that would be required for a move north would obviously strengthen 
23 

1Chanh' 8 presdge and political position." 
, 

The GVN continued to clai. that infiltration vas increasing and 

included' regular NVA units. In early October, the GVN sent a letter to 

the ICC charging that tvo 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 &.II increase in infHtratioa. during 

1964. lIith no independent source of inforwation, D!lI. revieved the' 

22. See IV-13: IN, "Kbanh's Claiaa oa. Increased Kortb Viet:ilaaes" . 
Infiltration," .1uly 17, 1964 •. 'Ybe "logic" of the situation 
changed in August after the Tonkin Gulf incidents. IIIR then'sug­
gested that Banoi .ught introduce regular units s. needed' to 
bohter VC operations, in part as proof that it vould not· 
capitulate under pressure. (See' page '24; alao IV-32: IN •. 
"lIanoi Uses .1ournaliJIt to liard Off Further' Attacks," Aug""t· 18, 
1964) 

23. See IV-13: id. 
'. ..." ~~ ,,-



( 

( 

" ... . 
,'f / ... . 
t. _t.· 

intelligence available as of October 12, and concluded there was 

"no evalaated evidence ••• that infiltration f1"01l Nortb Vietn .... into 
\ . 

Sou~h Vietuaa haa been stepped up recently." Nor vas there yet =y 

22 

evidence to support Xhanh's claia that regular ante. of ~be IVA were 

present; native northerners had been trained by the NVA and sab.e-

queutly infiltrated a. individual. or 8aa11 group. to be encadred in 
. 24 

VC unit •• 

In ~d-october KACV reported that native Northerners accounted 

for che larger part of the sharply increased flov. III1!. felt that the ... 
new ... terial ..... de available by KACV did indeed indicate increa.ed 

infilcration in 1964, but thac they could not be used to pin-point the 

uUJlbers nor to prove I:hanh' 8 claim about the preaenca of anits froa 

the Horth Vietnamese Army.. Even so, IlfR noted r the. available evidence 

did not place infiltration in 1964 above the levels of all earlier 

year.: there va. = increase over 1963, but the 1964 level seeDed to • fall helow that of 1962. 

During October and Rovember, the Intelligence eo-unity .... intained 

the e.ti .... te chat Hanoi probably vOGld continue to avoid participating 

24. See IV~14: MH, "Infiltration Sontb VietuaJt," October ll, 1964 
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more directly in the var in the South; INR alone said that N~ units 

probably would be sent South if tne United States began suatained 

bombing of the North. Tbe North Vietnaaese build-up in central and 
\ ' 

sou~hern Laos fro. mid-Deceaber 1964 iuto February 1965 vas interpreted 

by the Intelligence Community as an effort to secure this vital area 

against increased Lao/OS presaure and, possibly, to expand the area 

of control there in a nev offe:a.sive during the dry season. Even in 

February, there VBS no firm evidence that these HVA forces vere 

destined for South Vietn-.-one problem being the general veakness of 

our intelligence capability, particularly in southern Laos. Although 

the possibility vas raised that these NVA troops might be headed for 

South Vietna>a, it va. held unlikely, on the basis of evidence as vell 

as theory that Hanoi vished eo avoid giving ~ashington an excuse to 

undertake the widely-rumored bombing program. In fact, as va. learned 

subsequently, three NVA regieents had arrived 1n South Vietnam by the 

end of February. Thus, as the final debate over the progr .... of -air-

strikes vas under vay. it vu not moWD., nor even estimated as lik.ely, 

that Hanoi itself had already prepared to escalate, if it had not 
26 

already decided to do so. 

Pacification and Sanctuary 

INR addressed itself in Kay 1964 to the pacification prograa and 

the question of increasing the nuaber of US cadre.. It concluded that 

26. For a more detailed discus. ion of this problem see Special Annex I; 
also SlUE 10-65, "eo==ist !Ulitary Capabilities and Near-Term 
Intentions U1 Laos and South Vie=," Febr=ry (" 1965. 
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"the sHuation has shown little progress." Since the GVN had 

presented the US the opportunity to participate in direction as veIl 

as to' advise, INR suggested that further US eucadrement might be 

required not only at the provincial level, as proposed, but also at 

the top levels of command and at the lover district level. The 

obvious political hazards of such US involvement could be reduced by 

Success and more importantly by .the manner in vhich working procedures 

were establisbed. "On balance ••• the gains of this course outweigh 
27 

its liabilities UDder existing circUlllStances." 

Although allowing that the introduction of munitions frOD. 

ea..bodia had probably increased in 1963, INR .... intained the position 

it had held since 1962 that their use of Cambodia was of limited sig-
28 

nificance to the Viet Cong. In a review of the situation, INa 

concluded that both the advantages and the disadvantages of some fona 

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

the US pressing or resisting such a proposal. 

Negotiatinns--Prospects and Perils 

During 1BQst of this period, the US considered the situation in the 

South to be'so precarious that any diminution of the total war effort--

let alone a political settlement involving neutralization--would provide 

27. See IV-IS: HII-RYE-64-125, "Encadrement of tJu.Hed States Advisors 
in Vietn ... ," Kay 30, 1964 

28. See IV-16; HII-RYE-64-76, "Viet C,?ng Use of Ca.bod1an Territory," 
April IS, 1964 

29. See IV-17: HII-RYE-64-108, "UN Presence on the Vietnaa-Ca.bod1an 
Border," Kay 15, 1964 
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the Communists with ultiaate if not immediate control over Soutb Vietnaa. 

For their part, the Coaeuniats held the public position that no settle-

.. ent vould be possible until the US bad withdrawn. 

In January 1964, INR noted that both Hanoi and tbe HLF bad, since 

Diem's dovufall, dropped the sabject of an international conference to 

neutralize Soutb Vietnam, and estimated that Hanoi vould be unlikely in 

~he near future to pursue neutralizatioD unless the Viet CoDg appeared 

to be stalemated or'-alternatively, "it appeared that tbe Viet Cong vas 

in a sufficiently strong b~gaining poaition &lid that Wasbington visbed 

to drop its ccnad taen t to Saigon gracefully." Under tbe second al terna-

tin, "the North Vietn .... se vould insist on NFLSV participation and on 

parallel internal talks to fo~ ... coalition govermaent. \/hile deacti-

vating but not disb«nding tbe Viet Cong organization, Hanoi «nd the 

HLlSV vauld frustrate any effective international _ana of control. 

Ibis formula vould be viewed aa an interi. step toward reunification under 
30 

Ranoi '. auspices. It 

By the late somaer of 1964, prospects in the South bad grown so 

dfa that so_ autborities in the US Gove~t felt the situation could 

be salvaged ouly vitb a respite from eo..unist attacks. S01ae of thea 

argued that US retaliatory s trikes against the North vould provide tbis 

respite. As tbis debate vent on into the late fall, Western journalists 

reported atate.ents from Wilfred Burchett and a Rortb Vietnaaea .. official 

in Pbnom Penb to the effect that the NLF vas ready to negotiate vith the 

30. See IV-IS: RFE-3, "Coazmist Attitudes Tovard Neutr"Uzation for 
South Vietn_, n January 20, 1964 
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GVN, that reunification could be delayed, and that US withdrawal conld 

follow rather than precede the eatabli.b.ent of a nentral coalition 

gOYern-ent. IRi noted that theae tenu differed fro. thoc .. of th4 past 

only regarding the flexibility allowed for the t1a1ng of the US vith-

draval. The feel .. rs, IIilI. utilLoted, "se_ aaillly intended to encourage 

other. to think that a negotiated .ettle.ent ia f ... ible ...... d probably 

alao to .IlOU 0Cli: a.,.. reaponae in Washington and Saigon." Roting t1je 

&llbiguoua authority of the contacts, lBlt .uggested that th ...... hint. 

~y be &&de .ore directly if Banoi ..... a a growing threat of US e.cala-

tion and an increaaing deterioration of the goyermaent po.ition in th .. 31 
$oath. H wter, i.Q re .... 1evi.n& Edpr Snov'a ac.c.otmt of hi. interrlev with 

Hao 1n Jauaary 1965, IBIt augge.ted tbat, while the Chi ... se vere aore 

poaitiTe toward negotiation. than they had been in the past, Hao'. hint. 

of flexibility on a US a1litary presence in South Vie~ appeared 

iAte.uded JIOre to forward. the prosp.ect of a couference than to outline 
32 

possible coaces81ou •• 

rolieving the tvo retali.tory .trikes on February 7 and 8, 1965, 

Iliit noted that both lLanoi and Peking had priTately .. de the point thAt 
33 they could not call for a conference undet- US threat. of ..... c.alatioa. 

31. See IV-19: IB-I!!l-UE-64-244, "Co.ounht. Hint Interest in South Vi .. en.. Settle1leI1t," !ioTemb .. r 20, 1964 
32. See IV-ZO: lB, "Hao Tse-tung Discus.e. Poasible Conference on Vie t:naa," Feb roary U, 1965 
33. See IV-ZO: id. 
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However, INl interpreted an article of February 14 in Hhan Dan 

to Ilean tbat "the North Vietn_ese .... y perhaps be reconsidering their 
34 

previous reluctance to join any conference on Vietnam." 

As this period ended, INR reviewed the Communist positions on 

negotiations. It observed that Ranoi had maintained soae flexibility 

but Ifseem.s very sensitive ... to the fact that any 1.u.terest in Degotiations 

Right be interpreted as a sign of weakness and as indicating an intention 
35 

to call off the Viet Cong." Ibe evidence available could not support 

even tentative conclusions about wh4t Rigbt be gained or lost by negoti-
36 

ating. INR also observed that, to the extent the Communists shoved 

flexibility, they aight merely be boping to stave off US escalation vith-

out making any concessions. 

To Bomb or Not to Bomb--No Decision 

The first signifi.cant reviev of the raaifications that .. ight spring 

from actions against tbe North vas undertaken in late February 1964 by 

the Department's Policy Planning Council (SIp). The Cotmcil asked INR • 

34. See IV-21: !!!!-IU'E-65-5l, "rossi·ble North Vietn_ese Interes t in an 
Indochina Conference," February 15, 1965 

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

36. It vas not until mid-Harch, after the bombing began, that INR learned 
(and then ooly fragmentarily) that U Thant had co_uniested to 
Ambassador Stevenson Ranoi'. Septeaber agreement (through the 
Russians) to meet US representatives in Rangoon; DO agenda vere 
outlined, and ~ashingtoo'8 final negative reply vas not given 
to Thant until January 1965. 
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contribute thoughts on Communist reactions and how ~\ 
some factors, such as fear of the Chinese and control over the Viet 

Cong, might affect Hanoi's behavior. Sip asked as a key issue ~hether 

or not Hanoi could put an end to the conflict if it chose. IXR judged 

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

nor total. INR went ani however, to say: lI'We feel ... that a more real-

is tic and important question to b~ posed is not the ORVis capability 

t~ call off 'the var in the South, but its villingneili ••• [and) ve are ~ 

not confident that the DRV would call off the \Jar." 

Considering the possibility of a higher level of covert actions 
<.-

against the North 01' overt action by the US and its allies in South 

Vietnam and Laos, the paper said that ''\ore are not sanguine that ... [they] 

would cause the DRV to call off the \Jar. II In the case of air 5 trikes 

against the North, uComm.~ist reaction would probably stop short of 

extreme responses,rt and it seemed "more likely" that the DRV "might 

greatly heighten its support of VC and Pathet Lao efforts to take over 
38 

their countries." As for the ability of North Vi~tnam to carryon 

under bombing. INR \Jas clear, saying that upin-pointed bombing vould 

seriously--if not critically--affect the urban economy ••• [butl by 

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

likely that basic economic life ~ould go on and necessary support for 
37 

the regime f s m.ilitary and governmen tal 5 true ture would be main tained." 

38. See IV-24: id. 
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The paper sav considerable likelihood that the Communist. vould 

opt for political action, including pressure to reconvene the Geneva 

Conference, vith the object of "forestalling US action." Since this 

objective "vould be ""t silaply by convenillg a conference, we doubt 

that either Peiping or Hanoi would make any significant concessions 
39 

for a~ overall .ettleaent .... " 

Evaluation of lIanoi' s and Peking's Policies 

The overthrow of Diem and the Viet Cong's relatively poor success 

ill taking advantage of it provoked policy reappraisals ill Banoi. In 

January 1964, it was revealed that the Central eo-ittee had ..,t in, 

Deceaber 1963 and adopted ailitant, pro-cbinese positions on issues in 

the Sino-Soviet conflict. In addition, aa the Intelligence Com.uaity 

learned gradually and belatedly, the leadership at this meetillg also 

opted for a more aggressive effort in the South, probably contemplating 

even then that they might have to send in Horth Vietnamese aray units, 
~ if they did not actually decide to do so. In aid-February 1964, INi 

analyzed a spate of North Vietnamese articles concerning the Vietna. 

conflict: all seemed to rule out diplo .... tic action ill favor of incessant 

ailitary pressure in the South, and one called for greater COtltr1butiolls 

to the war effort by North Vietnaa. IRR interpreted OQe article as 

evidence that Banoi would, in the face of pro10Qged. US inYolv"""",t, in-

crease ita participation with aanpover and asteriel, but that its 

leaders considered "vastly increased North Vietaameae participation in 

39. See IV-25: id. 
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the South, particularly with regular units, not only unnecessary but 

unwise." A. s:!Jailar view vas shared by the Intelligence eo...unity in 
40 

30 

an estiJaate of Karch 4 on North Vietnaa: "lle bel1eTa that Hanoi will 

not undertake an invasion or even a IIl8.jor covert co-.1t:aent of DRV 

1II1litary units; we see no indication that the DKV leaders are disposed 

to stJ..ulate drastic US counteraction." The SNrE held that Banoi llight 

increase the pre.sure, but would confine the effoxt to stepa such aa an 

increase in VC aggressiveness supported by better and heavier weapona 

and including heightened terroria. in the cities. 

INR also felt that Hanoi waa genuinely concerned that the United 

States might carry the war to North Vieenam, and it believed that 

Ranoi vas seeking autual defense arrangements with Peking 8S well as 

assurance~ frem M05CO~, apparently vith success in the first effort but 

failure in the second. In Irld-April, INK wrote of the Horth Vietnamese 

regime's efforts to prepare its populace for possible attack and for 

greater support of the war in the South; the first evidence of pre para--
tious against air attacks vas also reported at this tlRe~ In general. 

INR interpreted the intelligence on North Vietnaa as indicating reactions 

to threatened US retaliation rather than policy initiatives generated by 

Rano1. 

40. This estimate, SYIE 14.3-64, waa used by CIA and IRK to focns atten­
tion on the generally poor state of intelligence reporting on 
Yorth Vietnam and the Viet COng and to press for iaprove.ent fro. 
all 8ourcea. The effort vent on for oyer a year under the-direc­
tion of a USIB committee with INa's active participation, and 
considerable 1aproveael1t did occur . . ~ __ .... ,.... 

\f\1edf()~lr\tU 
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Washington '. "signals" and seai-off1c.ial press Illeaka It provoked 

varnings and defiance not only fra. lIanoi but also frOlO Peking, vh1eb 

!Nil d1scll4sed 1n a nuraber of papers. For e""'"Ple, an !N on Kareb 3 

interpreted Peking's expreslions of support to suggest Chinese "readiness 

to match vague US threat. vith parallel political escalation of an 
41 

equally suggestive b,ut threatelling nature.· 

Debate over JIooIbinS: The Secoad Round 

l!eaeved "oudderatioa of attack on the Horth oc"urred at Honolulu 

in early JUDe 1964, aDd tile proposal vas again rejected. Oa. tile eve of 
42 

tile "oafereace, INIl prepared a list of I:.ey quest10t1s, ... h1eb i.pUdtly 

denied that the strategy of "winning v1ti1 boshs" vould succeed. The 

Iatelligeuce C_ity also vas asked to consider tile cousequences of 

graduated air and naval attacka against tile DRV and eo-unist-held Laos 

up to "str1l:.es (if aeceasary) on a graving number of _Uitary and 

econcxa1c targets in tile DRV." The purpose of the proposal liAS botil to 

induce a -ajor reduction of Viet Cong activity and to persuade Hanoi to 

re:spec t the Cen.eva Agree.aent in Laos. In South V1et1l.aa, increased 

ailitary aid vas envisaged as well as tile introduction of "substantial 

additional US persoUDel infused in GVH ailitary and adaiai. traUn 

establisru...uts. " 

41. See IV-26: IH, ''Pe!ping Expresses 'Unquslified Support' for' !lortil Vietna.. but Avoids Specifics," l!areb 3, 1964 

42. See IV-27: I!e>oo to Acting Secretary, "Key Questions vith Jte.apec t to Action Against lIortil Vietn_," lfay 20, 1964 
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Responding vith a Special National Intelligence Estimate, the 

Community estimated that, initially, Hanoi would seek a conference and 

migbt reduce the level of the insurrections in order to end tbe US 

actioDS. The USIB was "unable to set: any meaningful odds ll for the course 

vhicb tbe North Vietnamese might follow if the attacks vere broadened 

in spi te of this effort, bu t "incline [d] to the vie\l thB t they ,,"ould 
43 

lO\ier their terms for a oegotia ted se ttlement. It Nevertheless. there 

vould be "a significant danger that they \lould fight, believing that the 

US vould still not be \lilling to undertake a major ground var, or that, 

if it vas, it could ultimat~l, be defeated by the methods which vere 

successful against the French." 

The Estimate emphasized Peking's caution in ri.king open hostilities 

with the United States and. vith a confidence never seen again, concluded 

that there "would probably Dot be high risk of Chinese COadunist ground 

intervention unless major US/GVN ground units had moved \lell into the 

DRV or Co~uni8t-held areas of northern Laos. or possibly, the Chinese 

had coUllD.itted their air [force] and had subsequently ... uffered attack on 
44 

CCA.P' bases in China .. II The USIB did not think there \la. =uch ris~ that 

Peking would commit its air force. 

43. See IV-28: SNIE 50-2-64, "Probable Consequence. of Certain US 
Actions \lith Respect to Vietnam and Laos," Kay 1964. Curiously 
the body of the paper did not use such &n optimistic formulation, 
saying less precisely that "they would still seek a negotiat:ed 
outcome" but not speculating about whether or not they \lould 
comproaise to do so. 

44. See IV-28: id. Emphasis added. 
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The SNIE also addressed itself to the question of the longer-

range consequences of the proposed actious~ A "clear-cutlf auc.ces. 

(which it had implied wa_ improbable) would simply allOY tiae for 

Itconstruct1Te ac:t1oolt to deal vith the Cotmzrunist threat. "Oc. the 

other hand, to the degree that the consequences of the US action vere 

ambiguous or unsuccessful, there vould almost certainly be a strong 

tendency for aora.le and discipline in South Vietnam and Laos to 

deteriorate rapidly--perhapa more rapidly than if the US had not began 

ita intenaified effort. Such deterioration would be felt generally 
45 

through non-co...mniat Asia." 

INR observed in a number of papers that Hanoi- gave every indfca-

( tion of being prepared to risle SOOI. retaliation in presaing the attacle 

c 

in South Vietnam. In June, INa reported North Vietnaaeae counterthreats 

that US attaclca 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. 

~ 

INR also believed that the Chinese Co..unist8, seriously concerned 

about the US .eves, were "deteratined to respoad initially at a aillilar 

verbal level, without overreacting belligersntly." INR analyzed the 

escalating Chineu .,erbal threat 00. several occ.asioQa iu Jul,.; it Tieved 

Peleing'a .tateaoents 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 tiDe avoiding a commitment to a specific 

45. See IV-2B: id. 
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course of action. INK took the Chinese varnings more seriously than 

did .oat other intelligence agencie., and felt that the statements 

also Itprobahly" reflected !fan actual commitment" made by the OJ.inese 

to Hanoi "under which they undertake in at least general ter.s to 
46 

&Bsist the DaV." 

47 
The Tonkin Gulf 

41though lH1 attributed to Ranoi a hard position on co~roaise 

and a strong detendnation to win in the South, it felt that Ranoi 

would avoid .. clearcut provocation which coul~·trigger American air 

attacka against the Horth. Thus IlIa-a. vell &s the rest of the lnte1li-

gence COOIIIIUllitY--<laB unprepared for the A.ugust incidents in the Tonkin 

Gulf. 

e:"Plaua tion. 

46. See 1V-29! He.., to the A.cting Secretary ,. "Peiping Streugthens Implicit 
Cmaitment to Defend Horth Vietnaa," July 9, 1964 

~I 

~\ 



( 

( 

35 

INa suggested, may have been that Hanoi vanted to demonstrate that it 

would not be faced dovn by American threats. This motive would explain 

the decision Hanoi seems to bave aade to ,kircish with the Haddox and 

the Turner Joy on the night of August 4. after President Johnson's 

warning of the day before against furtber incidents. INR reasoned that 

Hanoi', leaders probably felt they aust eitber ect again or risk 

appearing coved by US preseure. Chinese statements and patterns of 

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

the interim. betveen the two incidents. Peking, if cousulted. vas "Dare 
49 

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

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

Vie tnamese a t tack: 11111. concluded a t the ti.... tha tit bad and main tained 

this judgMent shortly' thereafter in a review of the incidents. In 

response to questions raised in 1967 over the ep:sode, INR produced 

another study which found that the evidence available--altbough circu.-

stantial--supported thi. conclusion. 
~ 

When the US ordered retaliatory strik.es, INR prepared a aeawrandWII 
50 

for the Secretary outlining likely reactions. It predicted that the 

Horth Vietnamese would det'end themselves to the Hait of tbeir capabilities 

and also would callan the USSII. and China for defensive assistance. 

Further, 11111. felt tbat the main counter-reprisals would occur in the 

49. See IV-30: RH, 1U'E-56 , "Peiping and Hanoi: Motivations in Gulf of 
Tonkin Crisis," Augus t 6, 1964 

50 ~ See IV-31: HelDOrandWll for the Secretary r "Probable Foreign 
Reactions to the US Strike," August 4, 1964 
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South in the form of increased VC activity, since '~oi viII be unde~ 

st~ong pres.u~e to demonst~ate that the attacks on the No~th viII not 

halt Viet Cong action •••• " Peking's ~eaction, the paper held, would 

be directed toward deaoDstrating its support and raising prassures . 

against further escalation while leaving room for negotiations or 

fu~ther graduated responses sa dee""d necessary. Although INR .iajudged 

in assuming that Peking would publicize its actions, the pape~ did p~e-

dict correctly that the Chinese vould send to North VietnaM jet ai~c~aft 

and ground anti-ai~c~aft equipmeut, togethe~ vith adTiaers. INa did not 

envisage ground aovelBent.s into North VietnaA. bat did suggest that 

Peking "vould colltmUDicate evidence of caobl11zing .a.es within China ll to 

build uconcern over the threat of ground lnterventloa.. 11 

Aftermath of Tonkin: Hanoi and Peking ~arn Against EScalation 

Soan thereafter. INi repo~ted efforts by Hanoi and Peking to deter 

furthe~ US attacks by raising the spectre of an offensive in the South 

and possible Chinese involvement in the Nortb. It did not consider overt 

North Vietnamese intervention in the South likely bat predicted that 

"Hano ... vill p~obably increase cove~t infiltration, possibly including 
51 

some re::u1ar units for later use 1f needed. U INi felt that the North 

Vietnamese leaders expected new attacks 00 the North, particularly if 

the GVN position further deteriorated, and that they favored increased 

51. See IV-32: IN, "Hanoi 
August 18, 1964 
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Viet Cong operations rather than any stsnd-dovn. Chinese warning .. 

also were more threatenin&. though typically imprecise. INK felt that 

both Hanoi and Peking had advanced their contingency preparation. for 

action in the event 4. new crisis arose. In reported "tentative indica-
53 

tiona" of Chinese preparations for greater iuvolveaent . 

52. 

53. 

In fact, in at: oral briefing of DOD Assistant Secretary Kcllo.llghtou 
and Assistant Secretary Jlundy on August 21, an INa representative 
predicted that Hanoi woald order a VC attack on the US baabers at 
Bien Hoa air base in retaliation for the Gulf 0,£ Tonkin strikes' 
and as an added de.anstration of their defiance of the escalation 
threat. The attack took place on November 1. 

See Special Annex III 
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indee<l, the resUlllption of such patrols "111&1 very vell trigger an incident 

either through design or autual aiscalculation which could face us vith 

the Cluestiotl of reprisals. 1f The patrols were Dot resumed. 

Escalation Reconsidered 

A program of attacks against North Vietn&A vas considered formally 
54 

again by the Intelligence Community in a SKIE published in October 1964_ 

In the initial stages, USIB held, the CoIonunista "prohably" vould attempt 

to dissuade the us by a .u.xture of moves, "including sODIe apparent '::OQ-

cessions to US visl1es." If these IlOves failed to s top the attacks, all 

intelligence agencies except INR "inclined to the viev" that. Hanoi t s 

leader. vould order a tellporary halt in Viet Cong attack5, vould "press 

for a negotiated cease-fire in the South and try to proaote an inter-

Bational conference" albeit without 114.king "any 1:Ieaningful cO"Dcessioos. It 

These agencies did, hovever J agree 111 the SHIt that there was "substantial 

danger" tl1at Hanoi vould react aggressively; INR vent far tiler and in a 

footnote expressed. its belief that North Vietnall "would lt choose the 

aggressive course. INR erpected Ranoi to feel that tile prize to be von 

by "all--out attacks" vould outveigh any daluge to be Buffered frOlll con-

tinued air attacks, and that any concesaiana would only invite further 

strikes and at: the .,aae time underaiue Vie.t Cong morale; INK therefore 

predicted that North Vietn_ "would carryon the figl1t and proceed to 

send ita OVD. aneed forces on a Large scale t.o Laos and South Vietnall. ,t 

. 54. See IV-33: SNIR 10-3-64, "Probable eo-tmist Reaction to Certain 
US/CVtI CQuraea of Action," October 9, 1964 
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USI8 agreed that 1f the aggressive course vere pursued the Chinese 

would "probably" introduce l'li.Ja.ited uuabera" of Chinese ground troops 

"both .to prepare for further escalation and to sake clear Peking's CODl-

mit.ent to &ssist the North Vietn.aDleae .. II The Eatiaate expressed ttdoubt" 

that Peking vould commit unit. of it. air force. It still argued, though 

IOOre cautiously than in the spring, that there would l10t be a "high risk" 

that Chinese forces would be introduced on a "large scalen unless "lD8.jor 

US/GVH ground tmita" had moved to "occupy" areas of the DRV or CoGlDlun1st.-

held nort.hera. Laos, or "possibly" QIlless the Chinese had co_itted air 

units and suffered retaliatory attacks. As in Kay, USIB held that if the 

bomhing succeeded in halting outside support, the effect would be only 

to gain tilte for the US to continue its efforts to establish a "viable 

regimen in the South and to deal with the "indigenous Viet Cong insurgency;" 

this t~e'USIB did uot address itself to the consequences if the program 

failed. 

The Situation Reappraised 

A ..... jor reviev of the Vietnut situation vas undertaken in October and 

November of 1964. The basic policy study, prepared by Assistant Secretariu 

Bundy and KcNaughton, favored a program of r~pid strike. against the Nor~h 

as riskier but .ore likely to achieve US objectives than a graduated 

escalation. The papers vieved even slow escalation as preferable to 

-doing "aore of the same t If because even if the eSCAlatory course ended in 

the 10as of South VietuaJll. "our having taken stronge.r aeaaurea vould still 

~T 
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willingness to stand. fira of the nations in the next line of defense in 

Asia." this judgment Btood in IIUlrked contrast to the conclusion of the 

55 
Hay SKI!. 

In commenting, at Hr. Bandy'. request, on the paper's discussion of 

graduated escalstion (without having the rest of the study), lNR reiterated 

its judgment that !l4noi would respond aggresaiTe1y and that Chinese groand 

units aight be introduced into North Vietnaa. It also expressed concern 

about the plan'. position against negotiations in the early stages, 
L' 

because if we later agreed to negotiate we would .... ke it appear that we 

were negotiating froa veaknea8 and as a result of failure to achieve 

Hanoi's 8ub-.!aaion. INR proposed, but never received. response. to, stlll 

another approach: that the US pOSition a strike-force in the South China 

Sea (including BODIe Harine. at DalIang), and occupy Boae stroug-points in 

Laos to safeguard the Mekong. These moves, INR felt, would strengthen the 

US com:ad.t:m.ent and threaten escala.tion "to increase lia.n.oi' 8 iucentive to 

negotiate OQ our terms" withou.t setting ua. irrevocably on an escalatory 
56 

course we might not be prepared to carry through. 

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

56. See iV-34: HK-l!EA-64-236, "C()aaIIent on Draft Analysis of 'OVtiou C', .. 

Noveaber 10, 1964 
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INR'. viev~ on the risk of Chinese intervention were based on 

Chinese warnings and evidence of military preparation.. INR .till 

thought that the warnings reflected a generalized commitDent not tied 

to· any specific course. but felt the military .oves pointed to involve-

ment in air defense. Most ominous hard intelligence vas the discovery 

.that the Chinese were con.tructing on a priority basis an airfield at 

Iiinpdng just a few miles Ira," the North Vieen_e.e border; ita locstioo 

.ade acre sense for operations over North Vietnam than over China where 

it simply duplicated the coverage of another field. IIIR concluded that 

construction of this airfield. taken together with recent deployaents of 

Chinese jet fighters to South China and evidence of Sino-North Viem.amese 

( air defense cooperation, "strougly suggests1f that the Chinese ".&y be 

( 

preparing to provide air defense for the Hanoi-Haiphong area against 
. 61 

possible US air attacka. 1f 

INR's eatimate of North Vietlla.'s i.J1tentiOD.8 reaained much the Sate 

as in the fall. In late January 1965. INR noted evidence that the North 
~ 

Vietnamese were less worried over the ~nence of direct attacks, but 

believed that they "view thia as a distinct possibility against vhlch 

they have been preparing their defenses since early last .pring. vhile 

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

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

Community. in a SIIIE on February 4.imp11citly supported this position. 

61. KK-l!.FE-64-257. "Nev Chinese Co1IIDuJn1s t Airfield Near North Vietn ....... 
Noveaber 28. 1964. See also Special Annex III. 

62. See IV-36: KK-RFE-65-27. "l!anoi Propaganda on US Operation ..... 
January 29. 1965 
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Escalation Reconsidered and Approved 

A systematic program of ,air strikes vas again considered at the 

highest level. as the South Vietnamese military and political situstion 

deteriorated further, and particularly after the US made atrikes against 

the North on February 7 and 8 in retaliation for C01DIunist attaclcs on 

~leiku and several other US installations. Presidential Assistant 

McGeorge Bundy vrote in a memorandcm frca Saigon for the President on 

February 7 that ''v;ithout lIev US action, defeat appears ,inevHable." 

Bundy's ai.sion rec01aIII.ended a program of "graduated and continuing 

reprisal" as "the lOOat promising course available." Ackaovledging that 

t:he costa in American air losses vould be It s igulficant" and that it 

( would be "lii:elyll eventually to require "an extensive and costly effort 

agaiust the whole air defense syste.wt." of North Vletnaa, the report nevet'-

thelesB cOQai'dered che progra-. "cbeap" when Dleasured againat the costs of 

defeat and "even if it fails to turn the tide-sa it ... y--the value of 

the effort seems to us t.o exceed its COSt4 ff The Bundy nssion. speculated 
~ 

that the chances for success =tight be so.evhere bet:ween 25 and 75 percent. 

The _""rand.,.. held tha t even if it failed, the program vauld d8lllpen 

criticism that the United States had not done all it could and vottld 

challenge the sanctuary principle thua helping to detu fl1tare eo-uaist 

, insurgency. It did not discuss the possible need for US ground forces. 

Although the loag-ter- purpose of ,the progr ... would be to ~fluence 

the vill of the Horth Vietnaaese leaders, the Bundy aisaion argued that 

( 
the tti'tZD:ediate and critical targets" are in the South-"in the ainds of 
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the South Vietnamese and in the ainds of the Viet Cong cadres." It 

predicted an immediate increase in optiai~ among nan-Communist Southern-

era vhich vould offer an opportunity for increasing Aaerican leverage 

and vbic.h "could veIl If increase the readiness of Vietnallese factions to 

join in a aore effective govern>oent. In a """""rand"", of February 10, INIl 

coamented 

The INIl. c~nts also noted that the report oaitt"d any C011sideration 

of Chinese Coomrunist reactions. INIl. cited recent judgment. of the Intelli-

gence Community that the Chinese were likely to involve theaselves at soae 

'stage of the escalatory process. INIl also pointed out the Intelligence 

Co~unitY'B Rore pesaia1stic treabDent of free world reaction. Bundy's 

memo considered only briefly the illlpact on Hanoi t 8 '\rill, If and INK. IS 

comment did not mention its 0YJl doubts or those of th" Intelligence eo .. -• 

annity r"garding the effectiveness of boabing in this r"gard. 

After the I\undy "",mo, tva IOOre SHIEs vere produced on CommUlliat 

reactions to a systeaatic bombing program. The first Estimate, published 
63 

on February 11, dealt at length vitll Soviet reaction, predic.ting diplo-

JWtic pressure and military assistance. and seeing about an even chance 

that aome SA-2 installatioQs woald be provided. HanOi, it vas estimated, 

"alaost certainly" would not restraia the Viet Cong in the early stages, 

but the chances of a reduction would i.prove if the US persevered and 

63. See IV-37: SNIE 10":'3-65, 1tCommunlst Reactions to possible US Actions, If 
February 11, 1965 
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inflicted increasing damage on North Vie roam. INK took no footnote to 

this rather optimistic viev, vhich conflicted vith both its previous 

stand and the position taken a week later. USIB concluded that there 

vas a ufair chance" that limited numbers of Chinese ground forces 

would be introduced into North Vietnam, but the majority tbought that, 

even if the US inflicted "severe damage" on the .North, Peking "prObably" 

would not send large-seale ground forces. INK disagreed vith this 

statement, believing that the chances were "considerably higher. If The 

~ti.aate said that Peking "m.1ght U react to strikes against northern 

North Vietnam with fighters from Chinese bases; continuing to take a 

lIlore alatlllis t view of Chinese: moves and of the evidence of Sino-D'RV 

cooperation, INK felt that China "would probably" do so. 

A supplemental Estimate a veek later dealt with We consequences of 

liarlted "tit-for-tat" strikes and of a declared, sustained progr_ of 
64 

boaobing. there vas general agreeaen~ that the first course would have 

little effect. On the second course, all participants except INK 
~ 

repeated their prediction in the October SRIE that it vaS "J!Ore likely" 

that Banoi would aake aa.e concession to obtain a respite, vithout com-

pletely abandoning support for the Viet Cong, than that it would opt for 

increasing the level of varfar~. INR disagreed. considering that the 

increase vas .ore. likely. and that the "probable fl Chinese coa:mitmea.t of its 

fighters to defend ... jor North Vietnaaese targets vould reinforce R&noi' s 

persistence, whatever the US response to the Chinese action4 

64. See IV-38: SRIE 10.3/1-65. "Co ... un1st \te.act:ions to Possible US 
Course of Action Against HV," February 18, 1965 
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The Estimate also suggested that Hanoi was unlikely to respond 

with a large-scale iIivasion of South Vietnam and/or Laos. but would 

Ii ZL.' 
47 

cOQsider tba tit vas tm.D.eceasary and involved too great an expan.aiou of 

the Chinese role and risk-of a major destruction in the North. INR, on 

the contrary. predicted that once US Attacks on the Hanoi-Haiphong com-

plex destroyed 1II&jor industrial and ailitary targets. Horth Vietnam 

would "probably" send its own araed forces "OD a large scale" to Laos 

and South Vietnaa in the belief that the US either would uot aeet them 

ou the ground or could be defeated in a protracted war. Further, IHR 

felt that Peking would back Hanoi by introducing limited numbers of 

Chinese ground forces t.o underline its cO"llall.i.tmeut and prepare. for 

further escalation. 

INll continued to highlight the.. threatening nature of Peking's state-

»ents and to report evidence of ailitary preparations. It interpreted 

repeated Chinese promises of assistance "with the strong i.plication of 

direct involvement of their ovu forces" A8 c01IdIIitting .tltheir prestige to 
65 ~ 

a JIOre vigorous response to &Dy future escalation. It 

65. See IV-39: IN. "Tough Chinese Co_unlet Posture 011 Viet:n.a.m," 
February 19, 1965 


