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v - Trial bI Force: March 1965-February 1966: 

Background: 

During this phase, the Communists increased their conventional aili-

tary strength and .operations, Vhile maintaining their primary emphasis on 

guerrilla tactics, vhereas the US and the GVN, as they continued the 

counterinsurgency effort, gave increasing priori~y to cOQventioaal opera-

tiona. By November 1965, Communist forces were knoVD to include at least 

five full regiments of the NVA and the -presence of tvomore vas COQ-

firmed during the .outh. Estimates of over-all Ca.munist strength, 

including support forces, increased from 160,000 to roughly 260,000 .• 

( ARVN forces increased from 246,000 to 302,000 and OS forces from 40,000 

pergonnel acting in an advisory or supporting capacity to 201,000 troops 

engaged in full and independent cOGlbat operations. Beginning in March 

1965 vith limited air strikes against military targets belov the 20th 

parallel, the OS expanded the scope and nature of its targets to include 

virtually all of North Vietnam, s«ve the enclaves of Hanoi, Haiphong,and 

the Chinese border area as veIl as certain .ajar industrial targets. By 

the end of this phase, virtually every conventional air and land weapon 

in the ~S operational inventory vas employed on a regular if limited basis. 

The US had suffered over 11,000 casualties and had lost 351 aircraft in 

action. President Johnson had 8ubaitted to Congress a budget including 

$10.5 billion for expenditures on Vietnam and an additional $9.1 billion 

of nev obligational authority. 
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By February 1966 trends in South Vietnam could be interpreted as 

progress or at least &8 absence of further deterioration, but no iudica-

tions pointed either to a military victory or to A negotiated settlement 

satisfactory to the US or the GVH. The nev government under Premier [y 

shoved a capacity for survival but did not gain popular support. 

Evidence accumulated that Communists were suffering considerable casu-

alties and losing control of some areas; but there were DO signs of 

qualitative change in the relative potential of each side. 

During this period, the US offered to hold tmcooditional tal1r.a with 

North Vietnam in public or in private and with or without a halt of the 

bOllhing. It .. de a bombing halt contingent, however, on Ranoi's curtail-

( ing support for the Viet Cong, and authoritative press comments further 

interpreted US conditions to include a cease-fire in the South. The US 

( 

also offered econoudc aid to Korth Vietnam should a negotiated settle.ent 

be acbieved. Rano! 's public position remained that the US must "recognize" 

Hanoi's "Four Pointa" and uncooditionally and penoanently halt bombing 

before talks could start. The CoEmUnist •• lso held that same fora of 

recognition of the NLF vas a precoodition for A aettleaent of the situation 

if not for talks. 

hgardlesa of t.he gap th.at seeaed to exi.c between the position 

announced by the US and vhat vas supposed to be the position privately held 

by Ranoi, the US undertook tvo ·tmilateral pauses in the bombing to d1a-

cover what Ranoi's response vould be. The first, Kay 12-18, 1965, folloved 

tvo ""nth. of limited air strikes on military installations up to the 
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20th parallel and preceded the introduction of major US unit. into 

the South. The second, from December 24, 1965 to January 31, 1966, 

followed seven more months of air strikes throughout .nch of the DRV 

and the introduction of sizable US and third country force. into the 

South. At the end of this period, the US resumed and then intensified 

the baRbing of the North and launched a .ajar effort to create a 

viable social, political, and econOllic structure in the South. 

The questions .during these "",nth. were how auch intervention by 

US and allied gToand forces va. necessary, and what vere appropriat.e 

role. for foreign and indigenous forces in pursuit of victory. Top 

US official. responsible for the war faced the additional problem of 

( 
~inning '~ithin an acceptable ti.e fraae." 

During the first half of 1965, the issue of deploying US co-bat 

troops became para.ount, and required appraisal of ~VH's capabilities. 

At the beginning of the year, the Jdlitary participant. in the Int:elli-

genee eo..tmity had, aa in the past, felt that CIA and lRll vare not 

giTing ARV! it. due when they noted its lack of capacity to defeat the 

enemy or reduce his vill to C(":::l tinue the war. All agreed, bove.ver, that 

ARVN, despite its deficiencies, was still able to meet sost VC attacks 

without further US support and to fignt well enough to preserve a st&le-

llate. 

In April, all hands recognized that regular NVA units had deployed 

( across the northeru part of South Vieb::l.al:a. KACV chen becaae al&ru.ed 
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over ARVN'a weakness, especially after the collapae of several combat 

battalions, and uUed for SO,OOO OS combat troops. It alao planned a 

change of assignment, so that the bulk of the ARVN wonld .hift fro • .ain 

force warfare to protecting heavily populated fixed targets, vhile US 

and ARVN elite forces would seek out and destroy the en.".,. _in force in 

the sparsely populated regions of the country, especially inland in the 

aDuntains. INR nOV found itself facing a new perspective, and while it 

s till recognized that ARVN had weamesses, it .... inta1ned that the balance 

of forces had not shifted sufficiently to aske OS combat troops necessary. 

Nor did it feel that the enemy vould SOOl1 have the capacity for sustained 

large-scale operationa, or that he would set up a territorially-based 

( 
government in the Central Highlands. Holding to its earlier view that the 

en~y would persist in his traditioual pattern at a ri8ing level of inten-

sity. INR did note that he bad started on a nev tack, aSSAulting lines of 

communication. On the other hand, lNR did not believe that even a large 

infusion of American troops and an intensified bombing caapaign would bring 
~ 

the war to a satisfactory conclusion as quickly as advocates of this 

policy hoped. INR drew this conclusion from the unconventional nature of 

the conflict, which vould prevent OS forces from rapidly discovering and 

destroying en.,., formation8 or blocking his capacity to reinforce them. 

At year's end INR judged the var to be stalemated and observed that 

US forces had played the major role in preventing deterioration. But it 

again noted that these intense American efforts had not brought the war 

( 
closer to a favorable conclusion and had hardly affected Communist 
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capacities for unconventional, gu~rril1a warfare. Moreover, the Success 

of search-aud-destroy operations rested on the euemy1a willingness to 

stand and fight. In short, the Communists still enjoyed the initiative 

in combat. 

The Communist position on negotiations became, for INR, closely 

linked to US escalation. Before tbe bombing of the North, INR discerned 

in Co ... uniat policy a "soft" probing line, intended at least in part to 

avert escalation; after the bombing began, the Communists wanted to avoid 

negotiations which tbey would have had to conduct under duress and subject 

to US pressure. INR tberefore expected the Communists to respond witb 

ailitary pres8ure--for exaaple, through involvement of Chinese air pover--

to redress the balance before tbey would renew signals toward negotiation. 

After tbe announcement of Ranoi's Your Points in April 1965. INR 

scrutinized closely any variations in Banoits public statements, looking 

for indications that might suggest how interested in talks North Vietna. 

was. During the bombing pause in Kay 1965. INR estiJDatw that Hanoi "oold 

Qot make concessions taward negotiatioos though it vanted tbe pause to 

continue; in general it believed that North Vie~ .. vas intereated in open-

ing an exchange witbout signaling an interest in cODlpromiae. At lOid-year. 

INR judged that Ranoi was seriously interested in the posaibility of 

bilateral contacts, but would aake uo concession for a bo.bing halt, and 

vould reject a pause that vas coupled with an ultiaatum or a demand for 

reciprocity. INR e.ti ... ted tbat an unannounced pause, 1£ handled 

carefully. would be the aost likely .eans of opening the way to 
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substantive talks. During the pause at year's end, bowever. it noted 

only a alight indication of intereat on Ranoi's part. 

Estimates of probable Communist reactions to fnrther intensifica-

tion of the war by the US elicited increasingly intense differences 

of opinion in the Intelligence ea-unity. In line with its past 

estimates, IlIl1. vas IOCr. drastic than oth"r members of the Comaunity 

in drawing conclusions from intelligence on military coop"ration betveea 

China and the DIlV and an Chinese war preparations on the Kainl""d. It 

noted as before both that the increase in Chinese verbal threats had 

th" purpose of boosting VC morale and d"terring furtber US troop inputs, 

and that, ... these tbreats became more specific, they alao reflected 

a deeper commit_nt to aid North Vietnaa. The more US air and ground 

effort. grey, the more strongly INR, with some backing from otber 

agencies, felt that additional US intensification of the war would 

raise a very real prospect of China, becoming engaged 1a the air and 

possibly on the ground. IlIl1. also judged that Hanoi would not be moved 

toward negotiating by the escalation, but would be mare determined to 

fight on. 

While tbe Intelligence Community as a whole recognized Peking's 

villiagness to risk a .ajor conflict with the US to defend its vital 

interests (though tbese interests were often not specifically defined), 

INIl repeatedly found itself more ready than otber _&bers to expect 

Chinese eatry under specific future contingencies involving Vietnam. 

Reing prepared in general to anticipate a strong Chinese reaction in 
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tfte air, IHR estiaated that Peking vas .ost likely to act in response 

to a strike against the Hanoi-Haiphong complex, and that the resulting 

air encounters could lead to a wider var. By the aaae token. Eml a1ao 

concluded that China vould allOY its bases to be used by the North 

Vietnamese to defend North Vietnaa. In response to a querY coacerains 

reaction by the alines .. to a str1l:.e against their ovn b ...... III& felt 

IIOre stroagly than other agencies that China would not lIOderate its 

-policy but would respond aggressively. 

In QQe -ajor Estiaate in Septeaber 1965, IHR dissented entirely 

over the question of what would result from. a m.aasive attack on the 

Northeast quadrant, assaults an theI1l&4..l power planr.a f and follov-up 

( 
armed recoall&ls.ance; INa thought that the eoDDunlst8 \/ould intensify 

the var, contrary to the gajority viev that they would incline to uego-

eiate. INa judged that, as a response to pressure of this sort together 

with a US ground build-up, North Vietnm. would step up the war in the 

South, while Chins would provide material support requlred and introduce 

it8 ovu forces in the North to replace Horth Vietnamese troops as needed. 

!he SOviets, however reluctantly, would increase their aid and their 

political pressure au the US. 

Finally, IHR dissented from the vi.w that air attacks vhich hurt 

North Vietoa.'a logistical capacity vould lead BaDoi to consider uegoti-

ations, since it believed that sufficient LOC's would 8Qrvive to handle 

the need. in the South. Iu geueral, INR judged that the bombing vas 

C .-/ 
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having adniaal'effects against Cocaunist earale and the capacity of 

the Nortb t.o I08.ke war--th..at on the contrary, the attacks enabled Hanoi 

to increase controls, exploit nationalist feeling, and eobilize tbe 

populace more effectively. 

The US Joina the Ground ~ar 

INR's asses ..... nt 'of Coarunist strength and capsbilides at the 

'beginning of this phase ver .. 

that the Viet Cong retained the initiative and had 

forces to an estimated 50-60,000 re~&rs and 100,000 irregu-

At the same ti»e, INX could find no evidence that the VC were 

weakening: "every indication we can glean ••• suggests that their [the 

VCl detendnation to continue the war ••• is increasing, not decreasing." 

2. See V-I: HM_RYE-65-86, 
• h ... ll.egroupraent Hart , 

"Evaluation of Evidence of Viet Cong 
Karch 25, 1965 
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Nor could INR attribute to intensified air attacks the oversll lull 

in Communist armed attacks suggested by KACV statistics--and.it pointed 

to the parallel "sharp acceleration in VC t:errorist: and sabotage 
3 

activities. II 

By April, all Washington intelligence agencies agreed that the 

Coa:m.unist build-up in South Vietnam's northern provinces included !IVA 

contrast, Secretary McNamara's report on the April Honolulu Conference 
,-' 

argued that recent weeks had seen "a sa.evhat favorable change in the 

overall sit.uation as the result of air a.ttacks on the DaV. U However, 

success au the ground being essential if favorable re8u1~a vere to be 

achieved '''within an acceptAble ti.e fra..e. If the report proposed the 

introduction of BO,OOO US and other allied troops in addition to, US 

forces already for base security. 

3. See V-2: IN, "South Vietn_-A Lull in Anoed Attackat" Apr. 24, 1965. 
NOTE: this apparent lull turned out to be priaarily the product. of 
a change KACV .. de im its reporting definitions in October 1964. 
which was not known in lIashington until January 1966. 
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By June no decision regarding further US troop deployaent had 

been reached, and MACV va. reporting a serious "gap" betveen ene::ty and 

allied forces. This "gap" appeared priaarlly in combat effectiveness 

rather than in numbers, and reflected increased ARVN casualties and 

desertions, and delays in the recruit.ent and training of the eleven 

l1ew ARVN battalions sc:heduled to lIeet rising enemy strength. HJ..CV 
6 

again proposed that the gap be filled with US troops. I!ilI. cOllcurred 

with !U.CV's .ssessaent of AlI.V11 wea\::nesses and VC strength, but did not 

find ill th .... a recent or radical shift in the overall balance of forces. 

More important, IHX disagreed with HACV's i~lieation that the war &ffort 

alght collapse eo.pletely if US forces yere not deployed. It also doubted 

( that the advantages of deploying US forces would necesa.arlly outweigh 

( 

the disadvantages that youid result if the us assu.ed greater responsibility 
7 

fo't' the \lar. 

INR also requested that HACV clarify the divergence between its views 

cited above and the tenor of a simultaneous MACV weekly ailitary report 
• 8 

whlth placed the bul.l.d-up. in ARVN forces slightly .ah!,ad of schedule. 

MACV replied that five ARVN battalions had been lost all the battlefield in 

the preceding three weeks and that casualties and desertions had forced a 

moratorium on the formation of nev ba~talions until losses in existing 

units had been replaced. A folloving YLASa cable reported the loss of 

another battalion and the development of a critical situation in the 

6. COMUS MACV cable 19118, 07335Z, June 7, 1965 

7. liM-RFt 65-10/1-2, "CollUlent8 on COKUSKA.CV B..e.c~enda.tiona. 11 June 8, 
1965 

8. Deptel 2813, June II, 1965 
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Doug Xcai area that vould possibly require. iu HACV's view. the inter-

ventiou of tvo US· airborne battalion. heretofore assigned to base 

.ecurity. HACV judged that the RVHA? force. could not stand up to the 

Co-.nist offensive vithout substantial US ",,1Ib.t support au the 

ground, and renewed its previous reqll .. st for an additiollAl tva Harin .. 

battalion., a US airaobil .. division, & ~ divi.ion, tactic&! air units, 

and the necessary command and logistic supporting forces, totaling 

over 80,000 troops • 

... lI.ore important element in KACVls concept vas that tvo wars nov 

existed. In addition to the continuing security threat to th .. local 

population fro. VC terrorist and guerrilla activities. there vas nov Ln 

( additional threat to the country as a whole frau the Oo-=.ists' expand-

ing conventioual effort. The terror-guerrilla threat could be DeC 

effectively only by the South Vietnaaeae themselves, but, HACV argued, 

the conventional effort required that the US pl~y a role because !XVII 

could not .anage it alooe. HACV pointed out that the ARVII had recently 

reinforced the .auntaiuous Iootum area against the VC main force,leaving 

the heavily populated coast areas unguarded. KACV further speettlat..a 

that the VC might hope to seize the [ontua plateau and establish a govern-

»ent and territorial entity which would be recognized "fro. China to 

Ca.sabodia. 1f 

Uutil nov, US policy had rested on the concept that the !XVII would 

engage eneay ... in force uni ts and that local par_ilitary forcea woald 

( 
provide security to hamlets. HACV nov proposed a new approach, assign-

ing the bulk of the regular South Vietnamese aray to protect 
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heavily-populated fixed targets along the coast, around Saigon, and in 

the Delta, vhile US forces and elite AlYK elements vould engage in 

search-and-destroy operatious agaiost hard-core VC units. These 

operations would be conducted in the scarcely-populated areas where 
9 

massive US weaponry would be less likely to endanger. civilians. 

INR expressed ita reservations oyer MACV' a assBS8'aent 821d its 

concept alike. "We continue to see roo. for the possibility that the 

South Vietnaaese f'orces still possess a greater degree of resistance 

and staying power than is sugges ted by the KACV .usages." Although 

it recognized that for planning one had to take into accoant the lOOst 

anfavorable contingencies, and that. in fact the VC had improved t.beir 

capabilities in firepower, strength, and.organlz:.atioa. nonetheless: 

"Even if there should be a DaSsive infusion of PAVN forces, the Coa-

mmists would still require s""'" time to develop vithin South Vietna .. 

the logistic capability that would enable the. to sustain large-scale 

ope.rations. It Thus, "it is premature to ust.t:me that the Communists 

have abandoned the. patteru of a relatinly 1"" bat periodically peaking 

level of attacka accompanied by a high and generally rising level of 

terror i •• , harassment, and sabotage. It 

As for the I.outtm-Pleilc.u area, "there 1s clearly & serious threat 

that the Ca..unists viII .aunt a major assault in this area, [bat] it 

9. C(!{USlIACV 20055, June 13, 1965, and Saigon 4074 and 426,5. KACV's 
full request for troops vaa not .et, but Secretary McKaaara 
annoWlced· on June 16 the decisioc to increase US 8 trength by sa." 
16 to 21,000 troops. 
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does not neces8arily follow that they will do so with the intention of 

establishing a fixed and aaaounced territorial base for a Front go~eru-

men t.. If The advantages to the VC of 80 doing would be min,imal. Even 

more important, it ~as bY,no .eans certain ehat US forces would in fact 

be able to engage Communist main force units in this ares. "The terrain 

in the highlands, despite HACV's contention that it offers fever diffi-

culties than other areas, does provide the Communist& a substantial 

opportunity to saneuver, diaper-se, or simply hide for extended periods 

of ti.Jae •••• We cannot ass""'" that the Com..unists, faced with farces 

superior to ARVN, will respond with large-scale or aultiple company or 

battalion operations which are aore easily 'fixed' by intelligence 'and 

m.ore YU..1.o.erable to air. 8 trikes. If 

ThI18, IKI!. concluded, "tbere is unlikely to be ...... jor change in 

the nature of the warfare conducted by the Coa.uniats ..•• Ye also believe 

that the MACV propo8als fail to address theaselves to tbe possibilities 

that still re .... in for i"Praving tbe deplo,.,..llt strength, and tactical 

capabilities of ARVN and the paramilitary forces, lIbose celltral role 

.ust reaain more than a facade if we are to avoid over-reliance ou the 
10 

US role vith all the political con.sequences that tbis vould entail." 

In early July. the US began. theDuild-up of ita cOOlbat forces 1n 

South Vietn._ which had been SQQounced in Il1d-Jane. IKI!. con.curred with 

an n/VR _ •• 0 that the pre,vailing con.fidence betwaen US adviaers and 

their counterparts would probably avert serious repercussions from the 

CO, 10. See V-3: H1!-IU'E, ''KAcv's Proposals for Deploy.ent of US Foreu 
in South Vietnam," June 25, 1965 
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buUd-up, but that at.t .... pts to establish anilatoral US controls aver th« 

GVH IIlilitary establisbllent or the GVN would be catastroph{c, and that 

disillusionment with the US would probably increase should the war 
11 

drag on indefinitely. 

A:J for the eo-nnist intentions, IlIB. noted the larger acal« of. 

the VC effort in the current .on800n offensive bllt believed the overall 

picture did not auggest that the VC's investloent in "multibattalion 

attacks" vas Ita eraclal one fro. vhich they nece8sarlly anticipate a 

decisive pay-off" in the 'near fueure. In contrast to HACV's view, "INR 

foutld "little in their pattern of activities cOllpared with previona 

years to suggest that their current campaign, although an active one, is 

ioCended to be dodd.,e." Thus, the VC ... till did not bu..!eve "that 1£ 

political victory does not coce .oon it Yill never COOle at all," and 

they "could well conclude that they have a substantial cUJShioo. for .""'" 
U 

ti.ae to coae." 

Nor did the pattern of Vc activities suggest that they vere aoving 

into the 80-C&l.led "third phase" of warfare as defin<:s! by General Giap, 

or had the capacity to do so. Rather, at a -ti_ vhen the iJlpact of 

subatantial US ground re1oforc"...nts 10 only begi""ing to be felt, it 

.ust be clear to the eo_=.1.sts that lt11y prospects they _y have had for 

a total ailitary victory in 'South Vioen- have diainished, poasibly to 

the point of d18appe.armu::e. Under these circwastancea, we c&DllOt see 

11. IIM-RYE-65-lS5, "lapact in South Vietnam of Sllbstantial Increase 10 
Deploy.ent of US Yorces," July 13, 1965 

12. See V-4: B!I, RYE-2S, "Viet Cong Expect.&tiol18-Victory 10 19651" 
Jllly 15, 1965 
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thea resorting to a strategy that vould substantially increase their 

vulnerability to US pover, except as an act of desperation ••• for 

immediate negotiating purposes. We believe that tbey are still far 

from sucb a point of desperation, that they still see tbe.selves as 

in a position of strength--derived fra. tbe veakness and instability 

of tbe GVN AS vell as their ova significant a till unutlli:z:ed forces." 

thus, "the VC vill continue to .... ploy guerrilla tactics \lith only 

interaittent recourse to spectacular, .ulti-battalion attacks against 
13 

aajor ARVN targets." 

INR did note, bowever, that recent Coamunist operations against 

CVN linea of transportation and c~un1catiODS suggested an effort to 

( bring the var boae to tbe bitherto relatively secure but politically 

( 

volatile urban population, and that such a c .... paign wdght foreshadow 
'14 

a political and subversive effort in the cities. Ilhile not yet as 

capable as the Buddhia t. in producing urban dis turbance., the VC could 

nonetheleas be expected to turn increasing attention in this direction. 
~ 

the HLl' deaonstrated.ita intentions along these linea in October vhen 

it announced a "Month of llatred" for the US, to include a general strike 

~d anti-US demonstrations in the cities. INR believed that the effort 

vould not produce much response and that, by putting their prestige 
.' 

behind the effort, "the Communists h.n'e .s.de a IlAjar a1scalculat.1oo," 

13. See V-5: 1IH-1lFE-65-192, "Gisp'. Third Phase in South ViebWD7" 
July 23, 1965 

14. See ibid and V-6, IN, "Viet Cong Strategy Kay Abt at Disrupting 
Urban Centera," July' 30, 1965. 
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regarding their atrength and the mood in the citiel. In fact, 

the Communiat appeal went al.ast unnoticed. 

When an extended bombini pause was being conaidered on the eve 

of Cbriatmas and Tet holidays, INR reviewed the sib1&tion and made 

~o fundaaental judgments! first,· '~e Bee aa yet no proapect for a 

qualitative change in the situation necessary to provide us with 

victory. Iustead, vhat the six monthB of "'&ssive OS troop deplo1'"~t 

and heavy US air strikes aeem to have obtained is a staleaate, albeit 

at higher levels of violence on both sides than had earlier ebaracter-

ized the war"; second, 've are impressed by the degree to vbich the 

situation in South Vietnaa remains highly localized and resists accur-

ate country-vide generalization ••• ve find that videly scattered assets 

still offer promise of offsetting the stagnation and ineffectiveness 

that beset Saigon. We resain concerned about the intelligence gaps, 

both qualitative and quantitative, that .ake definitive stateaent. 
16 

about any particular facet virtually impossible." 

Specifically, INa attribated the nev DOmentua of the var to OS 

intervention, which had on the one hand denied the ColIDIIDists the vic-

tories they had previously enjoyed over the ARVH, but on the other 

Btimulated the .. to new levels of activity so that they retained both 

the initiative and the ability to increase the size and number of their 

attacks. ARVH morale had improved but desertions had increased; the 

15. See V-7: JU"E-45 , "The 'Month of Ha tred' in Vietn_ and the Berkeley 
Teaeb-In," Dc tober 14. 1965 

16. See V-B: Cover "'''.0 fro. Hr. Hughes to the Secretary over JU"E-53, 
Deceaber 21, 1965 
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GVH had accepted the key importance of pacification. but continaed to 

show no significant progress in i.plementating it. Comaunist forces 

had suffered heavy losses and DOral. had been strained; but Communist 

strength had increased and IIIOrale had not affected performance on the 

battlefield. Whatever hopes the V1et Cong leaders .ay have had for an 

early military victory had been shattered. bat they remained deterained 

""" 

to pursue the war "even at the cost of further eac:a.latioa. both 'there aad 17 
• in the "!Iorth." The Intelligence Community also agreed that, despite 

the assault on the infiltration routes and possibly higher losses, ... Viet Cong capabilities had not been significantly impaired. A SNIX 

predicted that the CO.....m:1.t. could double their forces during the coming 

year, and even should they then increase their operations five-fold, they 
18 

would still be able to supply their force •• 

On the recurring issue of VC oae of ea...bodian terri tory, INR ... 1n-

tuned its position that "although the eo-unists continae to infiltrate 

personnel and supplies from CaMbodia, as well as to ase the ~od1an 
~ border for aanctuary, they do so on a l1a1ted basis and without the 

19 support of central governmeut authorities in Phaoa Penh." INR agreed 

that the lUCG vas not IUking strenuous effort,S to control VC activities, 

but noted that there vas no evidence of official collnsion; and a U$IB 

17. See V-9: RYE-53, "!he Balance Sheet in South Vietn_," Dec. 21, 1965 
18. SYIE 10-12-65, Deca.ber 10, 1965, ~'\ 
19. See V-lO: RYE-50, "Recent Intelligence on Viet Cong Use of CaMbodian Territory," Deceoober 2, 1965 
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study in NoveRber 1965 held that Caabodia vas far less iKportant &A a 

source of lien and supplies than v .... procarament within South Vietnaa. 

Prospects for Peace 

A - Spring, 1965: ~ the progra. of continued strikes against 

the North began, INa attempted to deterwine the prevailing Coa.uai.t 

attitude toward & negotiated settleaent4 There vas a difference between 

tha Chinese and North Vietnamese positions in that the for.er would 
20 

reject negotiations per ~, but the latter had left the door open. 

Further, INa pointed out. contrary to public apreuion and even s"", .. 

US official state.enta, neither llanoi nor Peking had sp<!cifically .. de 
21 

a US withdraval a pre-condition for negotiations. There were tenuous 

indications that both aight be willing to discuss Vie~ indirectly in 

the context of a conference on Laos or c.ubodia. and even for the Chinese 

a halt in the bombing vaS the only pre-condition for talks, vith perhaps 
22 

no DOre than prior agreement in principle on eventual us vithdraval. 

In late March, INa tried to deduce from the attrtudea of A.i~ 

Communists tovard the boRbing program, what their posture vas likely to 

be toward negotiationa in the future. It found that there had prevailed 

during January, vhen talk of eacalation bad filled the air, a "soft" 

20. IN, "Possible IIanoi-Peiping Difference on Negotiations about Vieen_," 
March 4. 1965 . 

21. MIi-an-65-75, "Adm Comauniats Do lot Make US Withdraval a Precon.di­
.,~ion for Negotiations on Vietna.," March 12, 1965 

22. MIi-RFE-65-93, "Chou En-lai and a Caabodian Coo.ference," March 26, 1965 
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phase in which Ranoiappeared receptive to talks, if not ca-pro.ise, 

folloved by a hardening, first on the part of Peking, after the initial 

retaliatory strikes ou February 7 and 8, 1965, and then by Hanoi in 

Karch. The Communist stance, INR thought, could be explained as fol-

lows, "First, it vas eVident in the fall of 1964 that the Viet Cong 

could not achieve a total victory in the immediate future, certainly 

not before the US could embark on its long-discussed program of eacala-

tion •••• barring a sudden change, as of Deceaber no coohination [of 

events] ••• pro.ised to collapse the CVN and expel US forces froR South 

Vietnam, at least aot for aome: ti.ae to cOIIle .... • Second , the long-signalled 

US threat of escalation r ..... ined an active one that could _terialize 

in the very near future." The paper stated that if the Asian Coomrunists 

had made these overtures in order to probe US intereat in talka (as the 

paper implicitly suggested vas the case), then Washington'. failure to 

respond vould probably have been interpreted ~ a deliberate rebuff, not 

siRply aa a failure of c~ication. 

With the onset of continuous bombing on Karch 2,~Ranoi sa veIl as 

Peking rejected all contact in order not to appear willing to negotiate 

under duress. More important, INl!. suggested, Ranoi and Peking might have 

concluded that, "regardleaa of what hints of American interest in negoti-

a~ions come to light, we [the US] are not willing to settle, for anything 

remotely acceptable to the Asian Communists and are instead determined to 

gaable on our escalatioo. 45 forcing acceptance of ~ teraa, even if that 

escalation risks another Korean var. II 
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The Asian Communist states, INa thea felt. would supply deterrent 

pressure through the threat of escalation. This would most likely 

take sose fo~' of selectiTe Chinese military involveaent, probably 

active air support for Horth Vie~. Only after such a respouse would 

political signals again coee fr01ll Ranoi or Peting. If Ranoi was faced 

with the choice of the irr .... ocable los. of the Soutb through conce.sion 

to US demands or dependence on Peting, II!i. believed that it would 
23 

probably invite in the·Cbinese. 

Pb"", VIUl Dong'. Foar Pointa of April 1965 c.,.priaed severe 

demands, but appeared eo IIi to represenc a change, albeit .!nor, in 

Ranoi's poo1tion, insofar &JI the state_nt indicated that tal .. would 

( be possible. II!i. believed that Dong's announCeAent probably reflected 

( 

concern over the international effect. of Ranoi's intransigence but 

that it also aay have been intended aa a probe of President Johnson's 

offer of unconditional negotistions in his John. Ropkins address of 
24 

April 7. As long as tbe bombing continued, INR asserted, considera-

tions of face would .ast likely stop Ranoi from taking tbe initiative 

for tal .. or accepting a conference on Vietnam, but the Nortb might 

agree to private talks if they vere kept secret, or to inforaal di.-

eussions in the context of a conference on Laos or cambodia. 

If we halted our attack. and proposed talks on the basis of reciprocity 

23. See V-U: \/hiting...." "Asim Coomuniat Reactions to US Escala­
tion in Vietn ... ," Karch 20, 1965 

24. See V-12: 1M:, ''Rano1 Lays Down 'Basis' for Vlet:n.llJa Talks, It 
April 23, 1965 
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in tbe South, Hanoi might try to det.odne whether negotiations would 

lead to & role for tbe liLY in tbe GVB, but would not baIt supplies to 
25 

the Viet Coag or witbdrav tbeir cadre. 

21 

In tbe South, INB. noted, tbe Buddhists bad fSTored a continu .. d war 

effort .over negotiationa, thougbTam Chau and Tri Quang made aabiguoua 
26 

s tateme.nta which appeared to support a negotiated set.tlement. Should 

tbe ·Buddhists Teer toward negotiations, IKR judged, the aabivalence 

within the South Vieta .... e Army oyer the Buddbist-catho11c conflict 

would probably be resolved agaiast the Buddhists. The GVN itself bad 

coaaiateatly refused to aegotiate with the liLY sad bad refused to aegoti-

ate at all before the Co_unists vithdrev anted units and cadre. B!Jt 

(.. what views, if any, it beld on timing or modalities for aegotiations were 

( 

not ka""". Th. GVlI' recognized that a stronger 1ll.litary effort apinat 

the Viet Cong VaA e •• entia! to support negotiations. but it vaa not clear 

whether tbe CVN woald negotiate only after a Cammun18t 1ll.litary defeat 

or vould lettle for something sbort ot this. In any eTent, tbere bad 

been little e?idence of defeati •• duriag the past year among eitber tbe 
27 

government or the public. 

25. See V-13: Mli-B.l'E-65-l23, "Negotiating Under Pressure--Hauoi's 
Position," April 23, 1965 

26. III, "The Buddbist Position on lIegotiations by Vietaam," February 24, 
1965 

27. See V-14: RFE-23. "V1etnamase Positions ou a Negotiated Settlement, ,t 
Hay 18, 1965 
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au May 12, 1965, the United States informed Hanoi that it would 

suspend the bombing for oae week, and called for a reciprocal de-escalation 

of Viet Cong actiau in the South. Keconnaissance were fLJ\ 
not curtailed, bat the air strikes over the Hortb vere suspended uncil 

May 19.. I~ did Dot observe significant changes in the pattern of Caa-

RUDiat activities in South Vietna. or hopeful signs of response fro. 

Hanoi during the brief pause which ended on Hay 18. Inforwation later 

.received_1ed INR to believe, in retrospect, that an approach of Mai Van Be 

to French officials in Paris on Hay 18 had been BOre than a gesture to 

gaiu extension of an unreciprocated pause and that it aay have been an 

atteapt to probe the US position. INR estimated, bowever, that Hanoi vas 

not anxious for negotiations and would not make significant concessions • to obtain thea. Si.a.f.larly, when tooygin suggested to Ambassador Harrban 

in July that the US aske aome counterproposal to P"", VUl Dong' a Four 

Pointa, INK. suggested that Hanoi "aay have some interest in opeo.1o.g an 

exchange" although it had not yet signalled its purpose or its possible 
29 

coaproaise position. 

B - Su.mer and Fall: After the US resamed boabing and built up 

combat troops in July, INa concluded that Hanoi had in the preceding balf 

year several times abovu interest and vas uov serioU31y weighing the p08si-

bilities of negotiation.. INR felt that Ranoi would prefer bilateral 

29. a5B-!!H, ''Kosygin' s Suggestion of ao American Counterproposal to the 
Four Points," July 24, 1965, SECRET/EXDIS 
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talks and that third party channel. probably would not work. llanoi 

probably had no ailitary precondition. for di.cussions--perhapa for 

private contact not even & boabing halt would be necessary--but it 

appeared adamant about having fra. the US ao.e form of prior recognition 

of· the Four Points. Hanoi would al.o insist that the US recognize the 

HLF at some point as so.ething IIOre than H8D.oi's agent. Hanoi "as proba-

bly prepared for further US escalation but would prefer if possible to 

divert it.; thus, Hanoi, "aay be receptive to cotmt.er-proposals nOW' and 

should become DOre so as the full application of US power nears but 

before. it becomes so heavy as to require overt Chinese involveent. It 

INR considered Hanoi to be free of any en.tangle.ents with either Kos~"" 

or Peiping which would complicate bilateral negotiations, but that Hanoi 

bad soae nee.d to rea:poo.d to the interests of the NLP' and 10 1Ul'1 case 

could Dot sellout or appear anxious to negotiate siaply because of US 
30 

strikes. 

On August 31, Pham Van Dong reiterated his ''Your Point" for.ula with 

minor .adifications. These and subsequent adjust.ents over the folloving 

tva years provided clues for a continuing analysis of Hanoi's attitude 

taward negotiations. INR produced a considerable volume of analysis of 

theae ainor but potentially significant shifts, concentrating on three 

.ajar variable.: elements of flexibility in the Four Points, the extent 

and tiJrlng of Urecognitiooll of the lour Points, and tbe role contemplated 

for the NLF. Although these issues perai·sted, North Viettl4Jll varied the 

30. See V-IS: an-29 , "North Viet:n.alll and Negotiations," July 28, 1965 
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also reject or ignores bombing pause based on reciprocity or one coapled 

with &1l explicit ultiaatUll. Even an tmBllllounced pause would Qat quidr.ly 

produce any response, but after & veek or tvo, particularly if pressed 

by Moscow and neutral goveruaeQ~, Ranoi would feel compelled to respond 

in some fasbion. US actions in the iQteri~ voald be crucial since sus-

picion of US motives or willingness to cORpr~se would wea~en element. 

in lla.noi that favored negotiations; but if the US played its csrda "just 

right. II there would be Ita fair chance tha~ Hanoi IS off1c.1.a.l. respocse 
34 

would contain encouraging as well as inflexible aspects." 

INR believed that private probes would fin~~.Ranoi sligbtly aore 

fleXible, tbough its purpose aight be merely to entangle tbe US 80 sa to 

defer or prevent a resumption of the bombing. If, however, our objectives 

at this ceage were no more than to en.gage Bauoi in negotiati0'Q8 'Vitb 

subatantive concessions to be. extracted only later under tbe iaplicit 

threat of Tes·l1III<!d attacks, there would be a good chance tbat it vould 

mesb sufficiently witb DRV objectives to permit 80'11e progreaa ill this 
, 34 

direction. If 

c - ~il1ter: The Long ~ait: On Christmas Eve, 1965, the US suspended 

strikes against !lortb Vie tn_ as part of the Cbr1s1:>1.a.s truce. ~en ground 

actions resUllled on the 26th, the bombing pause continued and reJl&ined in 

effect antil January 31, 1966. During tbis pause, 

continued in Laos along ehe DiV border and recounaia-

SAnce cODtinued over all of North Vie~ at twice the rate of sorties in 

previous 1I.OD. ths. 

34. See V-17: R.YE-lIH, "Possible DRV Responses to a Pause," October 8, 1965 

~ 

IQ~)~f-~ 
i; . . ~ . 
-I., ~ ,", 



I 

, ' 

IOP-S8~B~L 

-~ 26 

On December 29, the US passed a message to Ranoi which pointed out 

that the bothing had been suspended aince the 24th, and erpressed the 

hope that the suspension could be extended beyond the new year in the 

absence of a "major provocation .. If Moreover, the message: added, ~he: 

I'poss ibility" of a further "suspension" would be enhanced if the DiV 

vould nov "reciprocate" by aakiDg "a serious eoutributioa. toward peace .. II 

nm did not h.ave access to this .. essage or to thoBe vho dealt vith 

the ensuing contacts between representatives of the US and DRV for nearly 

a month, so that it vas i~s.ible for INR to judge Ranoi's reactions in 

the context of the tenu to which it Va~ reacting. Neverthe.less, INR 

kept up a running analY8i8 of Hanoi's public reactious on almost a daily 

( basi •• 

( 

On January 3, a Nhm Dan article confirmed Hanoi '. negative reaction, 

though it reverted t.o the formulA that tbe Four Points vere the f·.OSt. 

correct" rather than Iftbe. only" basi. for negotiation. Throughout the: 

pause, INR suggested that Hanoi, though "genuinely su.picious" of US 

aotives, had not completely closed the door on the possibility of negoti-

ations. It speculated that the Rorth Vietnamese Charge'. deaarche to 

Souvanna Pho.".. in Vientiane an January 19 constituted ". ,enuine diplo-

.. Hc effort to respond" to the pause and that "ilanoi ..... y consider it has 
35 

rill: turned the ball to our court." 

INR could not find any difference in the pattern of Viet Cong activity 

before and during the pause. Although no HVA unit. had apparently been 

35. See V-1S: llFE-IIK, "Credibility of Ilanoi . 'Responding' Through 
Souvanna," January 19, 1966, SECRET 
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engaged in attacks since Noveaber, the overall level of activity during 

January was aomevhat higher than in 1965 and there VaG evidence to suggest 

that intensified attacks could be expected in the immediate post-Tet 
36 

period, In any event, INR interpreted the inaction of NYA units as 

evidence only that Hanoi did not vish to close the door to negotiation. 

rather than as evidence that any decision in favor of negotiations and 
37 

de-escalation Right have been .. de. 

On January 26, several days after Secretary Rusk had stated publicly 

that no positive response had yet been received froa Hanoi, INR reviewed 

the factors which aight inhibit Hanoi frOG. engaging in negotiations--

beyond the commonly alleged argu .. nt that Hanoi still thought it coold 

( vin a straight ailitary victory. Besides having a strong distrust of 

negotiations per~, Hanoi would be inhibited by what it considered 

Americ.an violations of the 1954 Geneva AccordS; the political posture ~d 

morale of the VC would be of prime concern and the effect of negotiatious 

on them would have to be prepared for carefully; ~e negative position 

of the Cbiueae.. wbo provided the ultilll&te guarant.ee of Hanoi's survival, 

could not be rejected out of hand: and, finally, Hanoi aight be unable to 

envisage any acceptable coazprootise in the context of the existing US public 

36. See V-l9: Rn-4, "Patterns of Cocmunist Activity in South VietIUlll. 
Before and After the Pause," January 26, 1966; al80 V-20, RFE-*!, 
"UPI Story on Level of Viet Cong Kilitary Activities," February 2, 
1966 

37. See V-21: RFE-3, ''llhy Is Hanoi Reluctant to Negot~ate7" January 26, 
1966 
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position. This set of problems, indeed, ~ight aske the issue 80 co.plex 

for Hmoi that_11e a negative decision had clearly not been _de-
38 

a positive decision aight prove impossible. 

On the s ...... day. INa was asked to review the record of contacts 

and commtmications between representatives of the US and DaV. INR con-

eluded that Hanoi vas neither sincerely in'tereated in negotiations nor 

attempting to entangle, us in an indefinite and unreciprocated pause. 

Ic was aore likely. rather, chat Ilanoi reJlained undecided as to how t.o 

respond co the US terns. Given the inhibiting factors cited above, IHa 

could not conclude "ith confidence that IOOre tu.e would clarify Ilanoi'. 

poaition, "but we f:!Jld the case sufficiently ambiguous to srgue for such 

(' atte.pts at clarification before ve decide to reSURe the baebing which, 

\Ie believe, will c10ce off for a considerable time to COIle any opportunity 
39 

for continuing political probes." Tvo days la~ert however, vhen Hanoi 

released He's highly oegative letter written to the Coaauoist chief. of 

seato, INR interpreted it aa "an effort: to explain Hanoi fa failure to 

respond favorably to US overtures," and speculated th.a~ it aight he..,., be";' 
40 

written in anticipation of the ead of the pause. 

38. rd. 

39. Inform.a.l RYE ae:J10. flHanoi' a Political Response. to our Pause, If 
January 26, 1966 TOP SECRET 

40. See V-22: IN-6l, "Ho Chi !!in.h Letter Explains Hanoi'. Stand 00 

Negotiations," January 28, 1966 
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Co_tmlst Military Reactions to iIootbing Escalation, Actual And 
Estiaated--Spring 1965: 

liIR closely """itored Coaxtmist verbal aod a1litary reactions to 

tite b01llhing progrUl, taldng, as before, a coocerued viev of Chinese 

29 

.Oyes ~ A aemorandum of Karch 20 reasoned, as noted above, that the Coct-

aunist. vere unlikely to negotiate betore redressing the military 

situation, and titst the initial ea..unist reaction '~ost likely will be 

ill the air." Since tite purpose vould be largely political, the act 

would eutail a "visible, physical Chinese involvement, U 'as "volunteer. II 

at airfield., with MIG squadrons as "volunteer" units, the sbadowing of 

ADi.erican attack. aircraft frow. QUuese basea. or even engagement of US 

planes in defense of the Hanoi-llaipboug c""!'lex. The paper concluded 

titat it vas "unlikely that Peiping' vould absent itself ••• once onr attacks 
41 

threaten vital targets in North Vietn.am~" 

The concern of the Chinese vas reflected in their response to An 

appeal fram the HLP on March 23, 1965. for assistance and to its threat 

to call for foreign aanpover; Peking pledged to send ita own .en to fight 

witit the South Vietnamese vhenever they vere wanted. INR s«w this 

Wlprecedented Chinese coumdbllent not only as an effort to boost Viet Cong 

.orale and an atte.pt to deter further inputs of US co.bat forces, but also 

as a deepening of Peldng's colllllitment to the war vhich brought it "closer 

to the point of no return in its obligation ~o support Hanoi should US 

41. See V-ll: "Asian Coaaunist Reactions to U.S. Escalation in Vietnam," 
March 20. 1965 SECRET 
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42 
e8cala~ioD persist. INR continued to comment on Chinese ailitary 

preparations "hich appeared related to possible involvement in the var, 

at least in North Vietnam. At the same tiae, INR reported North VietnaMese 

efforts to prepare its populace for full-scale war, for the deployaent of 

forces South, and for the possible arrival of Chinese or other foreign 

personnel. 

In a memorandum to the Acting Secretary on April 6, 

INR said that "the more specific those state""",ts are the "ore difficult 

it will be not to back thea up vith deeds" 1£ tlj~ United States is IlOt 
- 43 

deterred. Unlike other observers, INK did not think that a lull at 

this ti.e in Chinese politicsl agitation illdicated reduced alara, but 

wrote on April 23 that the lull could be intended to concesl Chillese 
·44 

intentions in order to forestall pre-emptive US action. 

42. See V-23: IN, "Peiping Prooq>tly Endorses Viet Cong Stateaent, 
Expresses Readiness to Send Hen," !!.arch 26, 1965 

43. See V-24: HH-RFE-65-l02, "The Threst of Foreign Volunteers to Aid 
the Viet Cong," April 6, 1965 

44. See V-25: lN, "Peiping's Dome.stic Handling of the Vietna... Crisis," 
April ~3, 1965 
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of Kay 5 noted Chinese preparations for at least limited conflict and 

concluded that if their "vital security interests" (not defined) in the 

area vere" threatened, the Chinese vould be prepared U to risk lt a Dl&jor 

conflict with the United States. 

Responding to concern that the~inese adght intercept'US ai.aions 

OTer theDRV. a SHIE of April 28 discussed possible Ca.aunist reactions 

to nOll-nuclear air strikes on Chinese territory. Participants other 
.~. 

than INR estimated that there vas "a.l.laost an even chance tf that Peking 

~\ 

would "break off the air baule and .alee political IIlOTes designed to-dis-

( suade the US fr,,", continuing its bombings of" Horch Vietn.... at sOlIe 

( 

point as the attack. on Chinese bases "rose in intensity. "au balance," 

hovever, the SHIE held it "sOtl<!vhat IIOre likely" that the Chinese vould 

make a ~jor military response. INR, in a footnote, asserted that the 

aggressive Chinese course 'Was tllIlUch IIOre likely" .and that it" vould come 

very soon after any continuation. of US retaliatory strikes "if not 
46 

!_ediately" after the initial strike. 

During this period, INR continually assessed the effeets of the 

bombings on North Vietnam itself. It concluded that the strikes had not 

45. See V-26: usa Helllo. "Recent Indications of C""""""i.t Intentions in 
South Viema-," April 9. 1965 

.46. See V-27: SHIll 10-5-65, "eo--miat Reactions to Certain US Action," 
April 28, 1965 
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significantly harmed popular morale and that the regime, by increa8in8 

its controls and exploiting natiou&1in, lOlly have been able to IIObilize 

the populace .are fully ~han heretofore. The coat to the ecouOMy, even 

of increasing ailitary support for the Viet Cong, was judged to be 
47 

minilUl. 

With the discovery that the Russians had provided eight IL-28's to 

Phuc Yen air base as well as SAM's and HIC's With Soviet advisers, con-

cdu arose that Moscow might be planning to send DOre offensiYe weapons, 

notably offensive missiles lik.e the one8 lChrushchev had.sent to Caba. 

lo1ithout being certain about Moscow'. intent, INa leaned tavard the view 

that the aussians .eant their action as a varning that further escal~tion 

( risked counters trikes against targets in the South or US carriers. But, 

in ASsessing reactions to a aingle night-tiae B-52 raid on Phuc Yen and 

S~~ sitea near Ranoi, INR, on the assumption that tbe US would give a 

public explanation and uake no other change in the air war, foresKV uno 

significant CCJIaZIa.unist response," suc:h as ChiQese air or ground intervention 
48 

or Soviet counter-eoves elsewhere. 

When the Intelligence ~ity vas asked shortly thereafter to con-

sider the consequences of a broader action aimed at destroy!ng all fighter 

aircraft as vell as the IL-28's and SAM sites, it concluded that the 

47. See V-28: IN, "Reactions in North Vietn"", to OS Strikes," Hay 3, 1965; 
also V-29: IN, "!he Effects of the Bombings of llorth VietnaA," 

. June 29, 1965 

48. See V-30: HM~RFE-65-158, "Consequences of US Strike Against IL-28' a 
( and SAM' 8 Near Ranoi," Hay 27, 1965 
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action would not evoke any conciliatory response frOlll Hanoi--only Air 

Force Intelligence thought the attacks' would· "Ilarkedly enhance" the odds 

on the DiV aaking conciliatory gestures. INR pointed out that, in 

this SNIE, the Intelligence Community as a whole nOW had coae arouad to 

its view that Hanoi was willing to undergo considerable punishment in the 

North as a price for intensifying the struggle in the South. When the 

SHI&-estimated that Peking would not allow it. bases to be used to defend 

North Vietnam, INR again di.sented in a footnote, arguing that the 

assumed US strikes "probably" would evoke tbe e"'PloY"'ent of Chinese 
49 

fighters OVer the North from bases in China. The Eatiaate concluded 

ttl'at Mosco'W' Ifprobablyfl would extend its new cO"IDlicaenta to Hanoi and 

lIlAke up for the losses in materiel, with the possible exception of the 

IL-2S's. 

Sumaer, 1965: Cocmunist Reactions to Air/Ground Escalation and 
Disputed Estaatea: 

The deployment of two US •• nine c01llbat battalions in Kay and the 

pub1ici%ed participation of US advisers in CORbat provo~ renewed threats 

fra. Vietnamese eo..unists that they would increase attacks in the South. 

Since Harch, the presence in the South of regular NVA ""its had been knOWtl, 

but of course was not acknowledged by the Coamuuists. On June I, IliR 

noted Peking's i.plicit suggestion that North Vietnamese force. aight 

invade the South. INR concluded that, although Hanoi probably viewed a 

massive, quick strike southward as neither necessary nor adVantageous, 

the action was a distinct possibility for the future. 

( 49. See V-31: SNIE 10-6-65, "Probable C""""unist Reactions to Certain US 
Actions," Jane 2, 1965 



As the American controversy over large-scale and direct US involve-. 

Dent deepened, INK. reiterated its esti&ate· that "at a time of its OVD. 

choos1ng--wheu the prospect of tactical success 1a best or vben the need 

to demonatrate lupport is greatest--Peking will enter the air over North 

Vie to_ frOat Chinese bases agains t American planes." I!.ecalling the 

general view that the prospect of large-scale attack. deterred Peking, 

the-lIiR Re1IOraad .... of June 24 declared: "Rov, hovever. we .... t ask 

whether our incr.ase in troops and geographical spread of air strikes 

do not -ake the prospect of our greater attacks 80 1-minent ••• aa to 
50 

eliminate the deterrence factor altogether." At the very least, the 

increase in direct US involvement would impel Hanoi to build up its forces 

(- iu the South rapidly, with guarantees fr~ China of materiel and back-up 

manpower deemed necessary. 

A SNIE of July 23 considered the intensified ground war and 

responded to a request that it evaluate a proposal to extend air strikes 

into the Hanoi-Haiphong area and slang communication lines to China. It 

concluded (Air Force dissenting) that this b~ing program would not 

significantly injure the ability of the VC to per.evere, nor would it 

persuade Hanoi that the price of persisting was unacceptably high. Host 

participants did, however, estimate chat a prolonged curta11aent of aup-

plies, including POL, frau the North aight lead tbe DiV to consider 

negotiations. being unable to sus tain increased p.Wllbers of Nort.h Vietnamese 

50. See V-32: Meao to the Under Secretary frOIl INR/RYE, ''Where Do lie Co 
( ~rom HereT" June 24, 1965 
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troops and large-scale Viet Coog operations. INR and the ArRy dis.ented 

on this point, believing that the lines of coomaunicstion could support 

a coosiderably higher scsle of warfare in the South. 

The question of China's respouse became more controversial than 

ever. The SNU .aved toward INa'. view by concluding that the chances 

of deliberate Chinese air intervention were "about even, II a stand that 

reflected the personal concern of CIA Director Admiral Raborn. llIJ. 

still dissented because it believed that the chances vere '~etter than 

even." In another point 'of difference, CIA did not 'believe that eYen 

deliberate Chine •• air intervention would lead to greatly increased 

Chinese participation in the conflict; in INa's viev, deliberate encounters 

IIcould not fail to lead to a. 'Wider war. II On the other hand, DIA, the 

three services, and NSA atill believed it "unlikely" that Chinese planes 
51 

vould be sent over North Vietnaa to engage OS planes. 

INR itself, on July 7, estiaated reactions to ADerican interdiction 

of the aaritille and rail accesses to North Vietua... It judged that Soviet 

reaction would be politically hostile, but felt it "unJ.iltely" that the 

Russians would try to run a blockade or paBa a quarantine line which 

involved a search of their ships. The paper held that, under theae eirc __ 

stances, Moscow _ight make ~reater ~~mands on Peking for use of land 

routes, and might send Iline-sveepers to coape.nsate Banoi, but vas 

"'unlikely" to undertake serious retaliatory action against the US blockade 

51. See V-33: SNU l()...9-65, "Communist and Free 1I0rld Reactions to & 

Possible OS Course of Action," July 23, 1965 
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or elaewhere. Likewise, INR tbougbt it W&8 "doubtful" that Chins would 

try co run convoys through blocksde or quarantine lines, although there 

.. ight be hit-and-r= attacka on US naval vessels and Chinese plane • 
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.... ight" be launched to protect rail lines froa. China. The paper predicted 

that engineering and anti-aircraft =its would be sent into North Vietnaa 
52 

to defend and repair communications. 

The continuing search for means of choking off the infiltration 

routes led to a proposal to send three divisions into the Lao panhandle, 

which vas discussed in a SNIE of Septe.ber 19. The Estimate held that the 

Communists would respond by putting pressure on Souvanna, making greater 

use of aaritime infiltration routes, and harassing the US forces without 

engaging in any major offensive. It implied skepticis- that the blocking 

actioa could actually interrupt infiltration. 

Total Dissent: SNI! of September 1965: 

Probably the single &ost controversial SKI! in this series vas 

adopted by USIB on September 22 over INR's objections. The SNI! considered 

reactions to sudden, massive, and aI-ost sL.uleaneou8 air strikes against 

_jor airfields and LOC in -the Kanoi-Haiphong area and between that area 

and China, against four thermal power plants and their defending SAM sites, 

and subsequent araed reconnaissance against rail and highway targets. 

Since its objections were so fundamental, INK decided to dissent fro .. the 

entire Estimate. The rest of the Community estimated that -this course of 

action was sore likely to move North Vietnam toward negotiations, though 

52. See V-34: RH-RSiI-70, "Pree World and Coaaunist Bloe lle.action to US 
Interdictioll of Karitillle and Railway Accesa to North Vietnaa," 
July 7, 1965, TOP SECRET 



( 37 

after soae period of tiae, than to an intensification of the conflict. 

INR dissented "fund.uentaUy," belieYing that the Co_anist. would see 

these efforts, especially if siaultsneous, •• "the highest level of 

militarily significant escalation available in the DRV short of ground 

invasion. 11 Hanoi, Pelting, and Moscow would also see the strikes as eOQ-

tradicting previous US indications that it recogni%ed the special status 

of the Hanoi-Haiphoog cocplex. 

The plan would also belie US elaas that its objectives vere laited, 

since it vould be a shift froc strikes on the infiltration network to a 

broad ailitary .. sault against the North's econoay, its self-defense capa-

bility, and ultiaately its ability to survive. Thus 4&8e.8ing US &im~, 

( Hanoi would be unlikely to chocse negotiation or ca.proaise, Peking would 

press Banoi to perBevere, and Moscow could not afford not to back Hanoi. 

The attacks also would stiffen North Vietnameae intransigence because 

Hanoi would feel that any coaprouise under pressure would wreck ita credit 

and VC morale; it would deaand and receive Soviet and Chinese aid with 

fewer qualms. 
~ 

North Vietnaa probably would retaliate against the South by 

stepping- up groand war. 

Although Peking and Moscow would have aore to say than heretofore 

about over-all Cotaun1st 8t~ategy, Banoi and Peking. at least, would be on 

the same general track. The Chinese would offer safe haven to North Viet-

n..amese planes, would perai t use of Chinese bases., and vould provide Chinese 

planes and pilots, if necessary, to operate froa reaaining usable North 

Vietnamese facilities. Augment~d Chinese defensive measures would increas8 

( 
~T 



i 
'. 

( 

( 
" 

. ~. 

38 

chances of accidental clashes with US planes, and the odds vere better 

than eveD that Chinese planes would intervene fros Chinese bases if 

North Vietnamese airfields vere closed off. In backstopping North Viecnaa, 

the Chinese, however reluctantly, might have to .require greater Soviet 

involveMent, and in any case would have to facilitate aovement of 

increased Soviet aid to North Vietnam. The ussa vauld r ..... in interested 

in ending the conflict but, however unhappy at dangers of escalation and 

confrontation. would nevertheless step up direct military assistance to 

Nortb Vietnam as veIl as politicsl pressure on the US, with the result of 
53 

substantiAlly worsening bilateral relations. 

Evidence of the Growing Chinese Threat--Fall, 1965: 

. INa vas .are concerned than its associates over the p08sibiliey that 

the Chinese Communists would involve themselves iu the war over North 

V1etn~. not only because of its observatious in analyzing Chinese state-

menta, public and private, but also becaase of the considerable and growing 

evidence that the Chinese were aaking preparations against the possibility 
54 -

of direct conflict with the United States. For example, in Noveaber an 

INR paper reviewed Chinese Actious in civil defense and the political 

field, undertaken on A nation-vide scale with restraint and often without 

53. See V-35 for full text of the dissent to SNIE 10-11-65. "Probable 
Ccnamunisc ReActions to a US Course of Motion," September 22, 1965 

54. See Special Annex IV 
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publicity, vhich clearly amounted to preparations for possible varfare •. 

The paper also discussed apparent increases in gronnd and air atrength in 
55 

Soutb Cbina. 

On December 3, INR called attention to a series of oainous develop-

ments '\mich appear to reflect expectations in Peking that China's involveaent 

in the Vie tn_ "ar, already 1&Sl11fested by tbe reported presence of People's 

Liberation Army engineer units in North Vietnaa, aay become overt in 1966 

and .... y even sublllit the Chinese people to direct attack by the United States." 

The paper bighligbted the movement since June of Chinese army units into 

Nor~b Viet~, the construction or reac~vation of five major airfields in 

South Cbina, the concentration there of half of Pelting'. lfIG-19 inventory, 

( evidence of Sino-DRY air defense cooperation, and the preparation of tbe 

populace both psychologically and in aatters of civil defense. INR did not 

believe. these actions foreshado\ried an tlt ... ediate" intervention and felt 

that Pek:.1ng clearly wanted to k.eep its options open. "Nonetheless, It IRR 

concluded, "however illogical Chinese involTem.ent aight appear to be, the 

indicators of such a development are converging in ::i;e and· context." INR 

declared it vas impossible to predict "precisely vhen or under vhat particu-

lar circumstances Chinese Cocm.unist involvement 1s likely to becoUte. overt, n 

but tbe evidence "indicates tbat Peking itself estimates the possibility 

55. See V-36: RK,IU'E-49, "Peking Prepares its People for Escalation of 
the Vie tnam liar," Nove>tber 5, 1965 
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56 
of such overt involve_nt in 1966 to be a serious on ..... INR. subse-

queutly reported new evidence that suggested Hanoi vas preparing its 

populace for sore direct Chinese ailitsry involve.ent and reviewed 

intelligence on the presence of Chinese engineering and mlti-aircraft units. 

Year's End: The Dispute Continues: 

In Rid-December a SNIE heavily footnoted with dissenting opinions, 

again considered consequences of heavier air strike., especially if in 

addition US forces were augmented by soce 130,000 in six aonths; the USIB vas 

also asked Co assume that "at. some point v1thin the next year or 80" the 
T.· 

US/GVN forces appeared to be "clearly 00 the vay to des troying the 

VC/PAVN capability for can:ying on the insurgency at significant levei .... 

Under these cirCUlllStmlces and &SSUl:Iptioos, the SNIE concluded that "the 

odds are better t...u.-u even" that the COCJ11nists would choose "sose fonr. of 

retrencllm.ent rather than further escalation, U vhile INR felt tha.~ the 

chances were only Ita little better than even. liDIA, NSA, and the service 

agencies felt as before that the long-run cumulative eff~ta of the US 

actions aight lead Rano! to seek, a cessation of the hostilities "as tiae 

57 

56. For full text, see V-37: Kemo to the Secretary, "China and the liar in 
Viet ....... December 3, 1965. See also Special Annex IV. 

57. See V-38: SNIE 10-12-65, "Probable Co_unis t Reactions to a OS Course 
of Action," December 10, 1965 
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INa's position on the possibility of Chinese intervention in the 

event of heavier air attacks had gained support fro .. RSA in September and 

was now also backed by Army intelligence in the December SNIE. On the 

question of poaaible Chinese &"round movement into North Viet:n.IUt, lRl!. was 

alone in thinking that the c.-unista would see "",re ad-rsntages than dia-

advantages in this IlOve. Both INR and the Ar:rI;y felt that the SRIK 

understated the threat of Chinese ground forces to aain.land Southeast Asia. 

"All agreed that danger of a war between China and the OS lay aore in a 

gradual series of rather ainor escalationa than in a deliberate and abrupt 

This vas the last tae the Intelligence Cosctunity vas asked to con-. 
58 

sider a broad cours" of action involving highly intensit~ed air strikes. 

though t tha t 

Peking "baa acted carefully but deliberately to increa ... ita c.,.."uu.ent of 
59 . 

ground and air power to ASsist in the defense of North Vietn_. 

~\ 

58. The last SNU: in this period that focased on bOlilbing, dated February 4, (; I. 
dealt exclusively with the effect of increased baaohing on the insur-
gency in the South. the SNI!. concluded that a cmottlatiYe drain would 
cause great difficulty but that the DRV still could IlOve "substantially 
greater &lIIOUllts" of ae:n and _terie! than it had in the pr~ous year. 

59. See V-39: aFE/HK to the Under Secretary, Janusry 24, 1966. See also 
( Special Annex IV 
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Throughout the period, and in fact until the bombing was halted in 

1968, INE spent considersble time commenting on proposed targets for the 

"Rolling Thunder" b01llbing miaaions a&&inst the North. !be extent and 

regularity of INE's invo1v~ent in this area varied widely over the years. 

INK commented either at the request of Depareaent officials or, at times, 

on its own when it learned informally of plans to hit iaportant targets. 

During the period ~966-68, INE regularly cooperated with the military 

adviser of the Far East Bureau in preparing standardized sheets that gave 

information and recoamendationa on targets suggeated by the JCS. 

In general, vhen its opinion V45 requested. INR opposed targeting 

( .which maximized risk of contact with enemy aircraft, appeared to invite 

( 

Chinese military reaction, involved the dest·ruction of economic targets 

unrelated to military needs, or see""d li<..ly to do significant civilian 
60 

d .... age. In addition to giving what it considered to be full weight to 

the risks involved and to the political costs, INR alBo ~ook a aore skeptical 

view of the military advantages than did the Pentagon. INR's role essentially 

wa. that of critic of target proposals. Only on occasion, as in the case 

of Phuc Yen in Kay 1965 or in proposing from 1966 onward a concentration on 

routes associated with infiltration, did IHE make specific recommendations 

for strikes. 

. 60. INE also attempted to assess civilian casualties, often with little 
or delayed assiBtance from the ailitary intelligence agencies. 
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