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east Asia in the next year if we are going to do the job anqd:

meet what I think are very clear national needs.
Faced with this dilemma, the President, according to Forrestal,
“More or less beginning then . .. began to take an interest in

Vietnam. He began to get worried about it. It was a reaction of ex- |

treme nervousness—this thing is getting out of hand, and what am
I going to do about it?”’2

Forrestal was asked what Kennedy did after receiving the For- 4

restal-Hilsman report in January 1963:3

The thing that bothered him most about the report was that
we were fighting a war, or helping Diem fight a war, with mas. |
sive military means in a situation which was essentially a civi] 1
war—an elephant trying to kill a fly sort of thing. We were |
killing lots of other people at the same time we were trying to §
kill Viet Cong. So, the first thing he did was to try to get con- ]
trol of the kind of military operations that we were assisting §
the Vietnamese in undertaking, search-and-destroy, and great (
waves of battalions and regiments running all over the coun- }
tryside pillaging and burning, doing all the things that soldiers j
do, which we thought had tended to make the political situa-
tion in Vietnam very much worse than it was, or should be. So |
his first reaction was to try—and he more or less succeeded— |
to cut back on the heavy military activity of the ARVN [Army 3
of the Republic of Vietnam]—the use of napalm, the use of her- |
bicides, the use of too many mines. And that was very difficult ;
to do because our Army supported all those activities, and |

thought they were necessary and militarily justified.

In late January, Kennedy also received a report from the Army
Chief of Staff, Gen. Earle C. Wheeler, on a trip he and others on a }
JCS team had just completed to Vietnam. Wheeler and his group ]
were favorably impressed with the progress being made, but they,
too, noted the increased strength of the Communists. The report |

concluded that unless there was increased pressure from the Com-
munists, the present program could succeed in controlling the in-
surgency. “. . . we are winning slowly on the present thrust,” the
report said, and there is “no compelling reason to change.”* “At
the same time,” the report added, “it is not realistic to ignore the
fact that we have not given Ho Chi Minh any evidence that we are

P
in South Vietnam alive, and that we should do something to make
the North Vietnamese bleed.” Rather than direct U.S. attacks on
North Vietnam, or the “minor intelligence and sabotage forays
which lie within the competence of the Central Intelligency
Agency,” the group recommended that South Vietnamese military
units, trained by U.S. military advisers, should engage in a “power-
ful military endeavor” of “sabotage, destruction, propaganda, and
subversive missions against North Vietnam.”

The report was also critical of the coverage of the war by the
American press, and recommended a series of “sponsored visits to

:l(gil? Interview with Michael Forrestal, Oct. 16, 1978,

“The report (“Report of Visit by Joint Chiefs of Staff Team to South Vietnam, January 1968"")
was declassified in 1984, and is in the Kennedy Library, NSF Country File, Vietnam.

reg:red to call him to account for helping to keep the insurgency
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Vietnam by mature and responsible news correspondents and ex-
tives.”
ecl(l)n February 1, President Kennedy met with Wheelgr, McNa-
mara, Taylor, and CIA Director John A. McCone to discuss thg
report. According to a memorandum from Forrestal to the P?esx-
dent on February 4, “The meeting with General Wheeler_ on Friday
was a complete waste of your time, for which I apologize. It was
intended to provide you an opportunity to initiate actipn on some
of the problems in South Vietnam described in the Eyes Only
Annex to Hilman’s and my report. The rosy euphoria g’t’enerated by
General Wheeler’s report made this device unwork‘able.“" )
Forrestal suggested that Harriman and he begin a “quiet cam-
paign” to get action on this series of steps: o

1. to get General Harkins a direct line of comunication to
the JCS, or, alternatively and less desirab}y, to persuade CINC-
PAC to delegate more responsibility to Salggn; )

2. to look for a replacement for Fritz Nolting when his 2-year
term is up in April; . . )

3. to encourage our civilian and military people in Saigon to
put across more forcefully to the GVN U.S. views on fighting
the war and on foreign policy; )

4. to develop gradually a more independent posture for the
U.S. in South Vietnam and very carefully to dissociate our-
selves from those policies and practices of the GVN of which
we disapprove with good reason;

5. to stimulate Defense to examine more carefully whether
our Special Forces camps and the strategic hamlets are getting
effective close air support when they are attgcked;

6. to make a rapid and vigorous effort to improve press rela-
tions in Saigon, even at some cost to our relationships with the
Diem Government;

7. [sanitized] )

8. to get the field to consider whether we are supporting too
many paramilitary organizations and overlooking some of the
specific needs, such as a police force for movement contr<,)l. _

It should also be noted in passing that General Wheeler’s opti-
mism in early 1963 was apparently shared by most Members of
Congress. In two executive sessions of the Senate Foreign Relations
Committee in January 1963 in which Secretary of State Rusk testi-
fied on the general state of the world, Viethnam and Southeast Asia
were scarcely mentioned.

Growing Doubts about Diem

Even though Kennedy may have begun to worry more about the
conduct of the war, the problem, as Hilsman and Forrestal had re-
ported, was not the kind of war being waged; the'problem was
Diem. This feeling was widely shared among top White House and
State Department officials, especially Forrestal, Hilsman, Harri-
man and Under Secretary Ball (in March 1963 Hilsman became As-
sistant Secretary of State for the Far East and Harriman became
Under Secretary of State for Political Affairs) as well as by some

5Same location.
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elements of the CIA, includin i ion i ]
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Before examining_ thesg events it is important to note the broad-

“if things go

SCINCPAC to Washington, Mar. 26, 1963, same location.
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of U.S. choosing. (There were other similar but less successful ef-
forts, including one in Cambodia and another in Indonesia.) One
guch plan, code-named Operation MONGOOSE, in which, after cre-
ating unrest in Cuba, the U.S. would seek to have the Cuban
leader, Fidel Castro, removed from power directly or indirectly by
one method or another, was underway, in fact, during the coup
against Diem.”

Moreover, such action on the part of the U.S. Government had
gained favor outside the government, primarily among those who
supported U.S. intervention in the political affairs of other coun-
tries. These included persons of various political persgasions, but
on the whole the support for such intervention appears to have
come principally from individuals who tended to prefer political
rather than military means, and who were strongly reformist in
their political thinking. One of these was John Kenneth Galbraith,
a professor at Harvard University then serving as U.S. Ambassa-
dor to India, who had advised Kennedy that if the Vietnamese
failed to perform adequately under the new limited partnership,
“the only solution would be to drop Diem.” Another was Hans
Morgenthau, a noted University of Chicago political scientist with
access and influence in Washington, (who, it will be recalled, had
been among those in the middle 1950s who had praised Diem’s ac-
complishments in a speech at a meeting of the American Friends of
Vietnam, while warning Diem himself that he should liberalize his
attitude toward political opposition), who had decided that Diem
was a liability. Morgenthau took the position that the U.S. was be-
coming overly involved in supporting regimes in countries like
Vietnam “whose political weakness compels us in the end to
commit ourselves militarily beyond what our national interest
would require.”8 If the U.S. persisted in supporting Diem, he said,
“. .. we are likely to be drawn ever more deeply into a Korean-
type war, fought under political and military conditions much
more unfavorable than those that prevailed in Korea and in the
world a decade ago. Such a war cannot be won quickly, if it can be
won at all, and may well last, like its Greek and Malayan counter-
parts, 5 or 10 years, perhaps only to end again in a stalemate, as
did the Korean war.” Such a war, Morgenthau warned,
“. .. would certainly have a profound impact upon the political
health of the Nation. McCarthyism and the change in the political
complexion of the Nation which the elections of 1952 brought about
resulted directly from the frustrations of the Korean War. The

"In the case of Vietnam, according to one account, “As early as 1957 some American govern-
ment officials were talking about getting rid of Ngo Dinh Diem in South Vietnam.” Thomas
Powers, The Man Who Kept the rets: Richard Helms and the CIA (New York: Alfred A.
Knopf, 1979), p. 126. .

Powers also states (p. 127): “Later in the 1960s, a member of the President’s Foreign Intelli-

ence Advisory Board, Robert Murphy {a retired senior Foreign Service officer], asked why the

1A didn’t kill Ho Chi Minh, since he was giving us so much trouble. . . . CIA officers respond-
ed with . . . what good would it do? Ho's successor might be even worse. How were you going to
kill Ho Chi Minh secretly? You might be able to fool the New York Times, Robert Murphy was
told, but how were you going to deceive the Vietnamese? They'd know what happened, they'd
know who did it, and they’d probably be in a position and mood to retaliate. There is a tacit
truce between nations on such matters: once you start killing them, they start killi ou. The
CIA simply does not have the assets to kill secretly a well-guarded figure like Ho Chi Minh in a
security-conscious state like North Vietnam.”

$Hans J. Morgenthau, “Vietnam ~ Another Korea?” Commentary, 33 (May 1962), pp. 869-374.
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American people are bound to be at least as deeply affected by the |

frustrations of a Vietnamese War.”

The alternative, Morgenthau said, was “the subordination of our

military commitments to, and thus their limitation by, our political

objectives in South Vietnam. These objectives must be defined as

the restoration of a viable political order, which constitutes the

only effective defense against Communist subversion.” According to
Morgenthau,

It is obvious that such a political order can be established

only through American intervention. It would be infantile to

argue ggainst such a policy on the ground that it is interven- -

tion; for if we had not intervened consistently since 1954 in the
affairs of South Vietnam, Mr. Diem would not be its President
today and South Vietnam itself would not exist. The choices
before us are not between intervention and nonintervention,
but between an intervention which serves our political inter-
ests and thereby limits our military commitments, and an
intervention which supports to the bitter end the powers that
be, even if their policies, by being counterproductive, jeopard-
ize the interests of the United States.

The U.S., Morgenthau said, should “find a general” to replace
Diem, and to establish a viable political order. “The idea that there
is no alternative to Diem,” he said, “is in the nature of a self-ful-
filling prophecy. There appears to be no alternative to Diem only
because we have placed all our bets on him.”

Shortly after Morgenthau’s views were published, a prominent
American journalist, Theodore White, who had just returned from
a trip to Asia, sent a personal letter to Kennedy in which he made
a similar recommendation. Praising the negotiated settlement for
Laos, White said:®

But this South Vietnam thing is a real bastard to solve—
either we have to let the younger military officers knock off
Diem in a coup and take our chances on a military regime (as
in Pakistan or South Korea); or else we have to give it up. To
commit troops there is unwise—for the problem is political and
doctrinal (in the long-range intellectual sense); until a govern-
ment in South Viet-Nam comes about that inspires its people
to die against Communism, as Communism inspires men to die
against others, our troops can do no good.

Many of Diem’s former supporters had also become disillusioned,
and were actively promoting a change of leadership in South Viet-
nam. These included a large part of the membership of the Ameri-
can Friends of Vietnam, as well as most of those formerly associat-
ed with the Michigan State University project.

Joseph Buttinger, one of the organizers and principal leaders of
the American Friends of Vietnam, had become disillusioned with
Diem, and, beginning in 1960, worked for his removal. By 1962, he
was, in his own words, a “determined opponent” of Diem.° In co-

°Kennedy Library, POF Country File, Vietnam General, 1962.

19Jogeph Buttinger, Vietnam: The Unforgettable ly (New York: Horizon Press, 1977), p.
50. Buttinger adds: “Two facts, however, prevented me from experiencing great satisfaction over
the fall of Diem. I did not believe that his replacement by a military government offered much
chance for the adoption of the policy of radical reforms I knew was called for; and I was deeply
disturbed by the politically unr y and despicable murder of Diem and his brother Nhu.”
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lation by several monks, the government responded with what ma
have been or appeared to be excessive force.1* These events, whic

were widely televised in the United States, created a sense of

public revulsion, and policymakers in Washington became con-
cerned that this reaction would have the effect of reducing Ameri-
can public support for the role of the U.S. in Vietnam.

The U.S. Decides to Act

On June 11, the first self-immolation of a Buddhist monk (bonze)
occurred, and the U.S. warned Diem that unless the situation im-
proved, the U.S. would have to dissociate itself from his treatment
of the Buddhists.

There was also a sharp reaction from the American public to the
burning of the Buddhist monk. Influential newspapers and leaders
criticized the Diem government,'® and a group of prominent New
York clergymen, calling themselves the Ministers Vietnam Com-
mittee, organized a protest against U.S. policy, citing the following
points:

1. Our country’s military aid to those who denied him [the
Buddhist monk] religious freedom.

2. The immoral spraying of parts of South Vietnam with
crop- destroying chemicals and the herding of many of its
people into concentration camps called “strategic hamlets.”

3. The loss of American lives and billions of dollars to bolster
a rlefime universally regarded as unjust, undemocratic, and un-
stable.

4. The fiction that this is “fighting for freedom.”

The group, led by Dr. Donald Szantho Harrington, pastor of the
Community Church of New York, a large unitarian universalist
congregation, as well as vice chairman (later chairman) of the Lib-
eral Party in the State of New York, placed an ad in the New York

Times urging public support for the protest, and on August 15, §

1963, sent President Kennedy a letter and a petition signed by

15,000 clergymen from around the country endorsing the four-point ,;

protest statement.!®

This was one of the earliest protests against U.S. policy in Viet-
nam, and it attracted considerable support. According to Dr. Har-
rington, there were about 18,000 replies to the advertisement, and
enough money was raised to cover the cost of both the first adver-

tisement and another in the New York Times on September 15 in i

which the protest statement was repeated.!?

Soon after the issuance of the protest, Dr. Harrington, Socialist 1

Party leader Norman Thomas, and Robert Jones, the executive sec-

'“The Buddhist uprisings are discussed in a a number of the books dealing with Vietnam. See
especially Stanley Karnow, Vietnam: A History (New York: Viking, 1988); Mecklin, Mission in
Torment; Halberstam, The Making of a Qu ire; Hilsman, To Move A Nation; Robert Shaplen,
The Lost Revolution (New York: Harper and Row, 1965).

153ee, for example, the New York Times, June 17, 1963, which said that if Diem * . . . cannot
genuinely represent a majority then he is not the man to be President.”

18Twelve of the country’s foremost clergymen si%:led the protest, including Henry Emerson
Foedick, Reinhold Niebuhr, James A. Pike, and Ralph W. Sockman.

!"Letter to CRS, Aug. 21, 1984. The money for the first advertisement had been advanced by a
New York businessman, Daniel J. Bernstein, who, before his degth in 1970, was one of the prin-
cipal financial supporters of antiwar activities, primarily those of religious and business %::pl.
Other antiwar activities of an informational or educational nature were supported by the iel
J. Bernstein Foundation, known as the DJB Foundation.
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retary of the Unitarian Universalist Washington office, organized
the first picketing of the White House on the Vietnam question. In
addition, Harrington’s Liberal Party became the first political
group to oppose the war. o )

Prior to the burning of the monk, the U.S. mission in Saigon had
prepared a contingency plan for dealing with Diem in the event
that the situation became more critical, and on May 23, 1963, Nolt-
ing submitted the plan to Washington for approval. On June 14,
the State Department replied in a cable from Hilsman drafted by
Chalmers Wood of the Vietnam Task Force, and cleared by I:Iar_'n-
man, suggesting that in implementing this plan the U.S. mission
consider Diem’s Vice President, Nguyen Ngoc Tho as a replace-
ment for Diem; that “. . . while there is no change in US policy of
supporting Diem, we want Tho to know that in event_ situation
arises due to internal political circumstances (in which US would
play . . . no part) where Diem definitively unable act as President
am{ only in this situation we would want to back Tho as constitu-
tional successor. . . .” The cable added, “we would assume he
would need military support,” but it did not explain what was
meant by “military support.”’18

“In vi{,w preca?,ious situation,” the cable continued, “it would
seem worthwhile to run risk delivering such message now assum-
ing Tho would not likely consider it in his interest to inform
anyone else. We would have to tell Tho that if word leaked we
would flatly deny.” If the mission thought it advisable, the cable
said, it might be preferable to tell Diem himself about the plan for
succession.

As will be seen, it was indeed Nguyen Ngoc Tho, under the gen-
eral authority of the military junta, who succeeded Diem as the ci-
vilian leader of Vietnam after the coup. ) )

The cable also contained a second suggested action, which was
deleted when the document was declassified in 1982. Judging by a
reply from Saigon on June 16, this deleted recommendation had to
do with the importance of maintaining contact with opposition
leaders in the Diem government, especially those who might be in-
volved in a coup.!? In its comment on this suggestion the U.S. mis-
sion said: “. . . There are no bars whatsoever on contacts and we
are receiving just now a surfeit of coup talk and antiregime com-
ment. It is to be expected in such circumstances that one is never
in contact with the people (if any) who really mean business, but
we have all the lines out that we know how to put out and have
had for some days. However, everyone is as usual under strict in-
Structions . . . not to encourage coup talk and to meet any that
arises with firm statement of US support for GVN.”

As for Washington’s suggestion about telling Tho or Diem about
the plan for supporting Tho in the event Diem were no longer able
to continue as President, the mission replied that the situation was
More stable as a result of an agreement just concluded between the
government and the Buddhists, and that it would not be wise to
take such action at that time. “Our best move at this juncture . . .

'8 Kennedy Library, NSF Country file, Vietnam, Washington to Saigon 1219, June 14, 19683,
8ame location. i
'%Saigon to Washington 1195, June 16, 1968, same location.
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is to press Diem directly and indirectly to accept Buddhist crisis ag |
blessing in disguise and to use agreement reached as a stepping |
stone to concessions to other groups (before they demand them). 1
The whole operation would be keyed to building up popular sup- |
port for regime prior to August parliamentary elections and impor- §
tantly also to making sure that paper undertakings to Buddhists ]

are carried out in full measure.”

The U.S. mission was dubious about the chances for such a plan, "
however, as the cable admitted. “This scheme will doubtless be re- }

garded as naive by anyone who knows this country (and it is cer-

tainly the longest of shots).” But the mission thought it should be
given a “fair try.” If Diem was “in a mood to freeze up, rather }
than move forward,” the cable added, then ‘“his days are num- }
bered,” and at that point the suggested approach should be made

to Vice President Tho.
By July 1, 1963, the situation had not improved, and policymak-

ers in Washington were once again concerned about a potential
“crisis.” At a meeting that morning, Ball, Harriman, Hilsman and |

Forrestal decided that they should notify McGeorge Bundy, who

was with the President on a trip to Rome, of their appraisal of the

situation. “We all believe,” the ensuing White House cable stated,

‘“one more burning Bonze will cause domestic U.S. reaction which |

will require strong public statement despite danger that this might

precipitate coup in Saigon. Demarche to Diem insisting on removal ;
of Nhu and wife to post outside SVN before such statement be- |

comes necessary under consideration.”’ 20

Upon returning to Washington, Kennedy met with these advisers
on the fourth of July.2! They reported that the U.S. had put “ex- |
tremely heavy pressure” on Diem, who had agreed to make a ;|

speech saying he would meet with Buddhist leaders. He was told

that if he did not make the speech, and if the demonstrations re- |
sumed, the U.S. would be forced to take a public stand against his

policy toward the Buddhists.

Hilsman told Kennedy, “Our estimate was that no matter what “

Diem did there will be coup attempts over the next four months.”

He said that there was general agreement, however, that “the ]

chances of chaos in the wake of a coup are considerably less than
they were a year ago.” Hilsman added that Nolting thought a civil

war would ensue if Diem were killed in a coup, but he said he dis- |
agreed with Nolting, feeling that in such an event a civil war was .

possible but not likely.

Forrestal reported Gen. Victor H. Krulak’s (JCS Special Assist- '

ant for Counterinsurgency) view that even if there were chaos in
Saigon, the Vietnamese Armed Forces would continue military ac-
tions against the Communists.

The group discussed the possibility of “getting rid of the Nhus,”
but the “combined judgment” was that this was not possible.

On that same day, Lucien Conein, the veteran CIA agent in
Saigon, was contacted by General Tran Van Don, Acting Chief of
Staff of Vietnamese Armed Forces, about the possibility of a mili-
tary coup against Diem. Conein reported, and Washington was so

208ame location.
31PP, Gravel ed., vol. II, pp. 727-728.
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informed, that General Don, his brother-in-law, General Le Van
Kim, General Tran Thieh Khiem (Army Chief of Staff), and Gener-
al Duong Van “Big” Minh, who had been a strong ally of Diem in
1954-55, had agreed on the necessity for a coup.22 A week later, a
CIA cable from Saigon said that if a coup occurred, the new gov-
ernment “might be initially less effective against the Viet Cong
but, given continued support from the U.S., could provide reason-
ably effective leadership for the government and the war effort.”23

The next day (July 5) Ball met with Ambassador Nolting, who
was in Washington for a few days, and during the conversation he
asked Nolting what would happen if there were a ‘‘change of gov-
ernment” in Vietnam. Nolting said, “. . . if a revolution occurred
in Vietnam which grew out of the Buddhist situation, the country
would be split between feuding factions and the Americans would
have to withdraw, and the country might be lost to the Commu-
nists.” As to the question of how much pressure the United States
could bring to bear, Nolting said that Diem’s government would
fall if the U.S. were to repudiate it on the Buddhist question.24

On July 9, Nolting testified on Vietnam in an executive session
of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee.25 He said that the war
was going well despite the Buddhist disturbances, and he defended
the Diem government against charges of ruthlessness. Committee
members seemed concerned about the situation, but only Senator
Symington took a position on what should be done. He repeated
earlier statements he had made publicly that the U.S. should
either use greater military force to bring the conflict to an end (he
preferred action directly against the north), or American forces
should be withdrawn.26

On July 10, a Special National Intelligence Estimate on “The Sit-
uation in South Vietnam'’27 concluded that Diem and Nhu would
resist further U.S. pressure, and that their inaction on the Bud-
dhist “crisis” could then lead to a “better than even” chance of a
coup or assassination.

On August 5, another bonze was burned, followed by another on
August 16, as tension increased in Saigon.

On August 12, however, just before leaving Vietnam, Nolting
talked to Diem, and reported to Washington that Diem had assured
him that he would be conciliatory toward the Buddhists in order to
satisfy world public opinion, even though he considered them sub-

22Conein’s “‘After-Action Report,” Nov. 1, 1963, cited by Alleged Assassination Plots Involving
Foreign Leaders, An Interim Report of the Select Committee to Study Governmental Operations
with pect to Intelligence Activities, November 20, 1975, (S. Rept. 34-465), 94th Cong., 1st sess.
(Washington, D.C.: U.gg. Govt. Print Off., 1975), p. 218 (hereafter cited as Senate Report on Assas-
sination Plots).

Don was the principal contact with the CIA. Minh was the leader of the group, and became
the head of the military government which replaced Diem. Gen. Ton That Dinh, the III Corps
commander in Saigon, joined the group in October and participated in the coup. Gen. Nguyen
Khanh, II Corps commander in Pleiku was also involved, and later overthrew the Minh govern-
ment in January 1965.

23Quoted by U.S. News and World Report, Oct. 10, 1983, “Untold Story of the Road to War in
Vietnam,” p. VNG. This special report was prepared by the magazine after three years of exten-
sive research and interviewing.

34PP, Gravel ed., vol. I1, pp. 728-729.

257J.8. Congress, Senate, Committee on Foreign Relations, unpublished executive session tran-
scri})t, July 9, 1963.

2¢For Symington’s position see his remarks during an appearance on “Meet the Press” on
Apr. 28, 1963, reprinted in CR, vol. 109, pp. 17149 ff.

37PP, Gravel ed., vol. II, pp. 729-733.



148

versive. He also told Nolting that he would remove his brother’s
controversial wife, Madame Nhu (who, among other things, had
been very outspoken in her defense of government actions against
the Buddhists), from the country.

On August 21, while Nolting, Hilsman, and Henry Cabot Lodge,
the new U.S. Ambassador to Vietnam, were meeting in Honolulu
prior to Lodge’s arrival in Saigon the following day, word came
that Buddhist pagodas had been attacked in several cities. Origi-
nally it was thought that the attacks were carried out by Vietnam-
ese Army units, but it soon became clear that they were conducted
by police and Special Forces loyal to Nhu. :

At this point, the U.S. Government began to put into effect the
plan it had been developing for several months. First, Harriman
and Forrestal drafted a statement denouncing and dissociating the
U.S. from Diem’s policies toward the Buddhists. Second, the U.S,
began discussing with dissident Vietnamese army officers and
others the possibility of a coup. On August 23, Conein, who had
been contacted in July by General Tran Van Don, as was noted
above, met again with Don, who discussed alternatives to Diem but
refused to reveal the generals’ plans.2#8

Also on August 23, Rufus Phillips, a CIA agent who had been one
of Lansdale’s associates in the middle 1950s, and had returned to
Vietnam in 1962 as Assistant Director of Rural Development, was
contacted by Nguyen Dinh Thuan, one of Diem’s most intimate as-
sociates. In the cable to Washington reporting their conversation,
Phillips said that Thuan recommended that the U.S. try to split
the Nhus off from Diem. “Under no circumstances, Thuan said,
should the U.S. acquiesce in what the Nhus had done. This would
be disastrous.” The U.S., Thuan added, “must not be afraid of leav-
ing the door open to the Communists, by withdrawing support from
the government as long as it contained the Nhus.” The U.S. had to
be “firm.” If it was, Thuan said, “the army would respond.” 29

The August 24 Cable

Washington reacted in a cable from Hilsman to Lodge on August
24, 1963, the key part of which was as follows:3°

US Government cannot tolerate situation in which power
lies in Nhu's hands. Diem must be given chance to rid himself
of Nhu and his coterie and replace them with best military
and political personalities available.

If, in spite of all of your efforts, Diem remains obdurate and
refuses, then we must face the possibility that Diem himself
cannot be preserved.

We now believe immediate action must be taken to prevent
Nhu from consolidating his position further. Therefore, unless
you in consultation with Harkins perceive overriding objec-
tions you are authorized to proceed along following lines:

28Johnson Library, Declassified and Sanitized Documents from Unprocessed Files, The memo-
randum, sanitized with source deleted, dated 23 Oct. 1968, is entitled: ‘[first word or two delet-
ed] Contacts with Vietnamese Generals, 23 August through 23 October 1963."”

29Kennedy Library, NSF Country File, Vietnam, Saigon to Washington 324, Aug. 24, 1968.

30For the cable, Washington to Saigon 243, Aug. 24, 1963, see Johnson Library, lassified
and Sanitized Documents from Unprocessed Files.
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(1) First, we must press on appropriate levels of GVN
following lines:

(a) USG cannot accept actions against Buddhists
taken by Nhu and his collaborators under cover mar-
tial law.

(b) Prompt dramatic actions redress situation must
be taken. . . .

(2) We must at same time also tell key military leaders
that US would find it impossible to continue support GVN
militarily and economically unless above steps are taken
immediately which we recognize requires removal of Nhus
from the scene. We wish give Diem reasonable opportunity
to remove Nhus, but if he remains obdurate, then we are
prepared to accept the obvious implication that we can no
longer support Diem. You may also tell appropriate mili-
tary commanders we will give them direct support in any
interim period of breakdown central government mecha-
nism.

The cable added that the mission should “urgently examine all
possible alternative leadership and make detailed plans as to how
we might bring about Diem’s replacement if this should become
necessary.”’ )

This cable, which marked the beginning of active U.S. support
for the coup against Diem, was drafted by Hilsman, with direct
roles played also by Forrestal, Harriman and Ball. (It has usually
been referred to as the ‘“‘green light” cable, but there is said by one
key official to have been a second “green light” cable on October 27
giving final approval for the coup.) It was cleared in Washington by
various deputies—Ball for the State Department, Gilpatric for the
Defense Department, Krulak for the JCS, and Richard Helms for
the CIA, in the absence from Washington on that Saturday of all of
the principals involved, as well as the President himself. A copy of
the cable was teletyped to Kennedy in Hyannis Port, Massachu-
setts, and he cleared it after a phone conversation with Ball in
which he told Ball that if Rusk (who was contacted by phone) and
Gilpatric, as well as Ball himself, approved it, then it was all right
with him.3'According to Hilsman, the President “went over the
cable word by word.”’32 _ )

The President had known that a proposal for such action was im-
minent. On August 24, prior to the drafting of the cable itself later
that day, Forrestal sent Kennedy a memo for his “Week-end Read-
ing File,” as follows:33 ) )

1 attach the latest cables on the situation in Saigon. It is now
quite certain that Brother Nhu is the mastermind behind the
whole operation against the Buddhists and is calling the shots.
This is now agreed by virtually everyone here.

Agreement is also developing that the United States cannot
tolerate a result of the present difficulties in Saigon which

* leaves Brother Nhu in a dominating position. There is dis-
agreement on whether Diem has any political viability left,

31Charlton and Moncrieff, Many Reasons Why, p. 91.
33CRS Interview with Roger Hilsman, S\o}pt. 3, 1980.
ssKennedy Library, NSF Country File, Vietnam.
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and on whether he could even be brought to acquiesce in the
removal of his brother.

Averell and Roger now agree that we must move before the
situation in Saigon freezes. I am pressing them to get John
McCone’s endorsement of one of several courses of action
which can be presented to you at the earliest opportunity.

Rusk was in New York on August 24, but according to Hils-
man®* he, too, was teletyped a draft, and both he and Kennedy,
Hilsman says, “participated in the revisions” through “several tele-
phone conversations.” Hilsman also takes the position that Rusk
added an important sentence (the final sentence in part [2] of the
cable) promising direct assistance to the leaders of the coup, the
“implication being,” says Hilsman, “that if the generals revolted,
and it wasn’t immediately successful, we would attempt to supply
the generals through Hue.”35 Rusk, for his part, denies that he
added the sentence, and says that the cable was cleared by him by
telephone, “but in the most guarded terms . . . I didn’t have a text
in front of me. It was cleared with me on the phone in rather gen-
eral terms because we were on an open telephone line.”’2¢ Ball
agrees with Rusk’s version, saying that after he talked to Kennedy
he called Rusk and “paraphrased it to him, because I thought we
had an open line.” He said that Rusk replied that if the President
approved, if Ball agreed, and if Defense agreed, then he would
concur.3” Hilsman contends that the telephone call occurred after
Rusk had seen and revised the cable.38

Gilpatric, acting for McNamara, was telephoned at his farm near
Washington by Forrestal, who told him of the contents of the cable,
but stated that because it had already been approved by the Presi-
dent it did not need his concurrence. Gilpatric acquiesced, but then
called Taylor, and the two agreed that both in substance and proce-
dure the cable was unsatisfactory.3® Meanwhile, according to Hils-
man,*° Taylor’s concurrence had been given to Forrestal by Gener-
al Krulak, then on the staff of the Joint Chiefs (of which Taylor
was Chairman), after Krulak talked to Taylor by telephone at a
restaurant. (Hilsman adds, however, that Krulak gave Taylor's
clearance an hour and a half before actually receiving it from
Taylor.) Taylor, on the other hand, says that he first heard of the
cable when called at his residence by Gilpatric, and that he then
called the Pentagon for a copy which was delivered later by
Krulak.4?

McCone was also out of town, but his deputy, Richard Helms,

agreed emphatically, saying that it was time to take the proposed
action.42

3¢To Move A Nation, p. 488,

38 Many Reasons Why, pp. 90-91, 93.

36 Ibid., pp. 92-98.

37]bid,, p. 91.

38David Wise, The Politics of Lying (New York: Random House, 1973), p. 1, fn. 20.

3*Taylor, Swords and Plowshares, p. 292.

49To Move A Nation, p. 488.

4'Swords and Plowshares, p. 292.

“3To Move A Nation, p. 4&. As Colby notes, however, Helms' action was not a clearance as
such, in view of the fact that the cable concerned a policy matter rather than intelligence per se.
See Honorable Men, p. 210.
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Apparently, no Member of Congress was contacted or informed
about the decision to support a coup against Diem, as represented
by the cable. )

By Monday, August 26, severe doubts about the cable were being
expressed by McNamara, McCone and Taylor. The President him-
self, Schlesinger said, “. . . felt rather angrily that he had been
pressed too hard and fast. He discussed the situation with Robert
Kennedy, who talked in turn with McNamara and Maxwell Taylor.
The Attorney General reported back with great concern that
nobody knew what was going to happen in Vietnam and that our
policy had not been fully discussed, as every other major decision
since the Bay of Pigs had been discussed.” 43

According to Schlesinger, President Kennedy “. . . thought the
August 24 cable impulsive and precipitate. ‘He always said it was a
major mistake on his part,” Robert Kennedy recalled the next year.
‘. .. The result is we started down a road that we never really re-
covered from.”” Schlesinger added that the President became, ac-
cording to Robert Kennedy, “ ‘very unhappy’ with Harriman—so
much so that Robert noting that Harriman ‘put on about ten years
during that period . . . because he was so discouraged,’ asked his
brother ‘if he couldn’t rehabilitate him by just being nice to him
. . . because he’s a very valuable figure.’ 44 )

Lodge replied the next day (Sunday, August 25) to Hilsman's
August 24 cable. He generally agreed with the position taken in
the cable, but questioned whether the U.S. should approach Diem
directly with an ultimatum. This, he said, might strengthen Diem’s
defiance. Moreover, Diem was the one who should make amequ.
After receiving Lodge’s cable, the State Department, after checking
with others, agreed to postpone the question of talking directly to
Diem.45

On Monday, August 26, Kennedy met with his top NSC advisers.
According to Hilsman (the only available account of the meeting at
this writing), he wanted to know “. . . how everyone stood. It was
not too late to back off.” The group discussed the “growing disaffec-
tion in Vietnam among the non-Communist elements of society
whose support was essential if the war against the Viet Cong was
to be pursued successfully.” ‘“What Rusk, Ball, Harriman, Forres-
tal, and I feared,” Hilsman said, “was not only that there would be
worldwide political repercussions if the situation continued as it

was but that the heart would go out of the war effort. . . . McNa-
mara, Taylor, and Krulak . . . wanted to try to find a way to get
Diem to return to his old position and his old policies. . . . But

they also agreed that in the circumstances we had to tell the gener-
als that, although we would prefer to see Diem remam——w'lthout
Nhu—if the Vietnamese decided otherwise, an interim, anti-Com-
munist military government could expect that American support
would continue.”

“The consensus of the group,” Hilsman said, “was that even
though the present course of action was dangerous, doing nothing
was even more dangerous, and the President went around the table

434 Thousand Days, p. 991.
44Robert Kennedy and His Times, p. 718.
486To Move A Nation, p. 488.
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one by one to make sure. The Secretary of State summed it up by §
saying thq.t if we acquiesced in what had happened and the present }
situation in Vietnam continued, we would be on an inevitable road j

to disaster. The decision would then be whether to get out and let
the country go to the Communists or move United States combat

forces into Vietnam and take over.” The question of whether to ap- 3

proach Diem directly remained unanswered.48

Later that day (August 26), CIA Headquarters in Washington
told the U.S. Mission to instruct Conein, and Alphonso G. Spera,
also of the CIA, to discuss the coup with the generals, based on the
August 24 cable, using the following points:47

(1) Solidification of further elaboration of action aspects of
present thinking and planning. What should be done?

(2) We in agreement Nhus must go.

(3) Question of retaining Diem or not up to them [generals).

(4) Bonzes and other arrestees must be released immediately
and five-point agreement of 16 June be fully carried out.

(5) We will provide direct support during any interim period
of breakdown of central government mechanism.

_ (6) We cannot be of any help during initial action of assum-
ing power of the state. Entirely their own action, win or lose.
Don’t expect to be bailed out.

) If Nhus do not go, and if Buddhists’ situation is not re-
dressed as indicated, we would find it impossible continue mili-
targ' and economic support.

(8) It is hoped bloodshed can be avoided or reduced to abso-
lute minimum.

O It is hoped that during process and after, developments
conducted.m such manner as to retain and increase the neces-
sary relations between Vietnamese and Americans which will
allow for progress of country and successful prosecution of the
war.

That same day (August 26), Conein and Spera discussed these
points with Generals Tran Thien Khiem, Army Chief of Staff, and
Nguyen Khanh, II Corps commander in Pleiku, two of the mem-
bers of the group considering a coup. Khiem said that the generals
agreed with the nine points. Khanh said he was not yet ready to
move, and that he was waiting for indications that Nhu was pre-
paring an accommodation with North Vietnam.48

On August 27, Khiem was again contacted, and told Conein that | .

a committee of generals, headed by General Duong Van “Big”
Minh, had discussed the question of a coup, and had agreed thgat
one would occur within a week’s time.4®

The NSC advisers, along with Nolting, met again with the Presi-
dent the next day (August 27).5° (In advance of the meeting, Ken-

487bid., pp. 490-491.

*7 Director of Central Intelligence to Lodge, Aug. 26, 1963, cited in Senate Report on Assassi-
na‘t:onf_Plots, ‘r)'d 239.
“[first word or two deleted] Contacts with Viet
be:"llé?g," ord or twe ] wi ietnamese Generals, 23 August through 28 Octo-
“Kenhedy Library, NSF Presidential Meetings File. Present besides the President were: the
ﬁttlome)(':o (?gnexa!l. RurskhMKFamara(.l}\gclgorg;, Ball,)GiLlfatric. Ta «lor.dHillgman, Nolting, Krulm
elms, , Edwa . Murrow irector), McGeo undy, Forrestal,
Marshall S. Carter, Deputy Director of the CIA. Tee v o and Gene
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nedy was told by Forrestal that a committee of South Vietnamese
generals had been formed “for the purpose of bringing about a
military coup within a week.”)! Colby reported that the situation
in Saigon was quiet, and the ‘“unrest was not apparent in the coun-
tryside.” He said that two generals had been interviewed by the
CIA. “One general said the situation for a coup was favorable and
forecast that one would take place within a week. The second gen-
eral gave what was described as a jumpy answer.”

The President then asked a series of questions. Among other
things, he wanted to know about the effect of the civil disturbances
on the war itself. Krulak replied that the effect was “slight.”

In response to the President’s question about why the peasants
were not more disturbed about the attacks on the Buddhists, Nolt-
ing said the Buddhists were not an organized religious force, and
that what happened in Saigon was of little concern to the rural
population.

The President asked why Diem had not kept his promises. Nolt-
ing replied that Diem had kept his promises. “He said that there
was no promise made to us which he [Diem] had not tried to
keep. . . . Diem should be given an ‘E’ for effort. Diem is not a liar
and is a man of integrity.”

The President said that Hilsman had told him that Diem was not
“forthright.” Hilsman said he had gotten this impression from
Nolting.

The President asked Nolting whether the situation between
August 12, when Diem had promised conciliation, and August 21,
when the pagodas were attacked, had caused Diem to change his
mind, or whether Diem had lied to Nolting. Nolting replied that he
thought Diem and Nhu had decided to “‘end the unrest once and
for al} and together they had moved from conciliation to the use of
force.”

Kennedy asked Nolting about the prospect for a coup. Nolting re-
plied that there was not sufficient military support for a coup to be
successful, but there might be if the U.S. told the Vietnamese that
they had to get rid of Diem and Nhu. According to the official sum-
mary of the meeting, ‘‘Ambassador Nolting recalled that the circle
had nearly been completed in a three-year period. Ambassador
Durbrow had told Diem three years ago that Nhu must go. Diem
refused to accept the suggestion and Durbrow was removed from
Vietnam. (The President recognized the irony of this situation by
smiling.)” Nolting added, ““. . . we should not fight the internal po-
litical situation in Vietnam too hard. He urged that we keep our
eye on fighting the Viet Cong.” He said, however, “Diem must be
forced to limit the authority of Nhu and get Madame Nhu out of
the country. Diem would not respond if he were pushed, but he
could be convinced by Ambassador Lodge that the situation must
improve if we were to continue assisting Vietnam.”

As the meeting ended, Rusk said that it was important to make
clear to the U.S. mission that Washington was not changing the
“existing directive,” i.e., the August 24 cable authorizing U.S. sup-
port for a coup.

s1Kennedy Library, NSF Country File, Vietnam, ‘“Memorandum for the President,” Aug. 27,
1963.
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After the meeting, a cable was sent to Lodge and Harkins asking
for their views on what the next move of the U.S. should be. They
replied in a cable from Lodge on August 29, concurred in, with one
exception, by Harkins, saying, “We are launched on a course from
which there is no respectable turning back; the overthrow of the
Diem government.”52 The cable continued:

We must press on for many reasons. Some of these are:

(a) Explosiveness of the present situation which may
well lead to riots and violence if issue of discontent of
regime is not met. Out of this could come a pro-Communist
or at best a neutralist set of politicians. ’

(b) The fact that war cannot be won with the present
regime.

(c) Our own reputation for steadfastness and our unwill-
ingness to stultify ourselves.

(d) If proposed action is suspended, I believe a body blow
will be dealt to respect for us by Vietnamese Generals,
Also, all those who expect U.S. to straighten out this situa-
tion will feel let down. Our help to the regime in past
yeayg inescapably gives a responsibility which we cannot
avoid.

Lodge added, “I realize that this course involves a very substan-
tial risk of losing Vietnam. It also involves some additional risk to
American lives. I would never propose it if I felt there was a rea-
sonable chance of holding Vietnam with Diem.”

Harkins, Lodge said, thought that Lodge should ask Diem to “get
rid of the Nhus before starting the Generals’ action.” Lodge dis-
agreed: “. . . I believe that such a step has no chance of getting
the desired result and would have the very serious effect of being
regarded by the Generals as a sign of American indecision and
delay. I believe this is a risk which we should not run. The Gener-
als distrust us too much already. Another point is that Diem would
certainly ask for time to consider such a far-reaching request. This
would give the ball to Nhu.”

A cable on August 28 from CIA Station Chief Richardson to
McCone, supported Lodge’s position:53 “Situation here has reached
point of no return. . . . If the Ngo family wins now, they and Viet-
nam will stagger on to final defeat at the hands of their own
people and the VC. Should a generals’ revolt occur and be put
down, GVN will sharply reduce American presence in SVN. Even
if they did not do so, it seems clear that American public opinion
and Congress, as well as world opinion, would force withdrawal or
reduction of American support for VN under the Ngo administra-
tion. . . . It is obviously preferable that the generals conduct this
effort without apparent American assistance, . . . Nevertheless, we
all understand that the effort must succeed and that whatever
needs to be done on our part must be done.”

On that same day (August 28), Conein met with Generals Minh
and Khiem. Minh asked for a “token” of U.S. determination to sup-

®2The sanitized text of the cable, Saigon to Washington 875, Aug. 29, 1968, is in PP, Gravel
ed., vol. II, pp. 738-739, and a copy of the cable is in the Johnson Li rary, Declassified and Sani-
tized Documents from Unprocessed Files.

53 PP, Gravel ed., vol. II, p. 786.
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rt a coup in the form of a cutoff of economic aid “in order to
tl”):rce Nhu’g hand.” Conein said he did not reply specifically to this
request.’4 In the weeks ahead, however, as will be seen, the U.S.
decided to cut off aid to Nhu's Special Forces, thus giving the gen-
erals the token they wanted as the sign of American support for
the coup. .

The next day (August 29), the State Department received a cable
from a Foreign Service officer, Paul Kattenburg, who had served in
Vietnam during the 1950s, and at that time was director of the
Vietnam Task Force under Hilsman. Kattenburg bad’been sent to
Vietnam for a report on the situation, especially Diem’s psychologi-
cal state, and he cabled from Saigon that after talking with Diem,
“while there is no doubt he is in fullbpossessu:ln”(;f; his faculties, im-

ression of growing neurosis cannot be escaped.”5* )

P Also on tghrat sargne day, incidentally, the Public Affalrs_ Bureau
(Public Opinion Studies staff) of the State Department cu'culatefi’
within the government its latest “American Opinion Summary,
based on the accounts of the news media and statements by Mem-
bers of Congress, which concluded that there was general concern
in Congress and the media about the effect of continuing to support
Diem. “The Diem government’s ‘image,’ insofar as a large numl‘)‘qr
of those who commented are concerned,” the Summary stated‘,‘ is
‘beyond repair.’ ” Senator Morse was quoted as saying that “the
sooner the U.S. ceases its support of the Diem government the
better off we shall be.” 58 )

The White House also received a memorandum of a private con-
versation on the evening of August 27 between Lansdale and the
former South Vietnamese ambassador to the U.S, Tran Van
Chuong (who had resigned on August 22 in protest against the
Diem government), and his wife, who were the parents (_)f Madame
Nhu. Both of them told Lansdale that, as he stated in his mem(_x‘57

The U.S. must act firmly and quickly to replace both Diem
and Nhu with a new government. The Vietnamese people are
aroused far more than ever before, and it is too late even to
save Diem as a figure-head. The people, seeing VN special
forces and police with U.S. weapons and equipment, knowing
that Diem can only stay in power with U.S. support, will turn
against the U.S. unless there is a change in the whole top of
government. ] w

Madame Chuong, Lansdale reported, said: ‘“You must go to
Saigon fast and tell Diem and the Nhu’s to leave the country now.
The people hate them and they shouldn’t stay for the people to kill
them. They will surely be killed if they stay, and nobody at the
Palace now is telling them how the people really feel. They are cut
off from reality. Why do they need power after nine years of it, if
the family is killed. The US told Syngman Rhee to leave. Why not
Diem and Nhu?” )

On the morning of August 28, there was a rather contentious
NSC meeting. Ball said that the battle with the Communists would

s4“Ifirst word or two deleted] Contacts with Vietnamese Generals, 28 August through 23 Octo-
be:.“ll(gg.nedy Library, NSF Country File, Vietnam, Saigon to Washington 871, Aug. 29, 1963.

58Same location.

87Same location.
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be lost if the U.S. continued to support Diem. Nolting responded ]
that failure to support Diem would be contrary to our commit- }
ments. Ball replied that it was Diem who had broken commit- }
ments. At this point Harriman expressed very strong disagreement
with Nolting, which, as Gilpatric recalls, was worse than any
tongue-lashing he had ever witnessed in the presence of the Presi-
dent, and that, “I don’t think it would have been tolerated by the 3
President from anybody else.” According to Robert Kennedy, the ]
division among the President’s advisers was so deep that “The gov-
ernment split in two. . . . It was the only time really, in three |
years, the government was broken in two in a very disturbing war |}
[sic—probably should be “way”].””58 Although the summary of this }
meeting is still classified, Schlesinger, who had access to a copy of |

the summary in the Robert Kennedy papers, says that Harriman,
Ball, Hilsman, and Forrestal (quoting from the summary) “ ‘said
that the U.S. must decide now to go through to a successful over-
throw.” Taylor, McNamara, McCone, Lyndon Johnson strongly op-
posed a coup.”’ 59

That afternoon, in an effort to close ranks, Kennedy met with

Rusk, McNamara and Taylor before meeting again with the larger 1

group. (At the latter meeting, two of the contenders, Ball and Hils-
man were not included. Rusk who had not been at the morning

meeting, represented the Department of State.) Prior to the first of ;

the two afternoon meetings, McGeorge Bundy sent Kennedy a
memo suggesting who should attend. At the top of his list were

Rusk, McNamara and Taylor. He then listed the Vice President,
the Attorney General, (McGeorge) Bundy, Douglas Dillon and Har- §

riman, with a question mark beside each one of this second group.

Beside Harriman’s name he wrote by hand, “Mike [Forrestal] 1

thinks not.” Beside the Attorney General there was the typed nota-
tion “(He and I have had a talk and he knows what is at stake and
is at); your disposal if you want him, and will go cruising if you do
not.)”’é°

At this smaller meeting, agreement apparently was reached on
putting aside personal differences and reaching a common posijtion.
There is no information available as to what was discussed at the
meeting that followed, but when the larger group met again the
next day (August 29), Kennedy polled those present and it was
agreed by all that the decision announced in the August 24 cable
should stand. Accordingly, a cable was sent to Saigon stating that
“Highest level meeting today . . . reaffirmed basic course.” The
cable authorized Harkins to inform the generals of this decision.
“He should stress that the USG supports the movement to elimi-
nate the Nhus from the government, but that before arriving at
specific understandings with the Generals, General Harkins must
know who are involved, resources available to them and overall
plan for coup. The USG will support a coup which has good chance
of succeeding but plans no direct involvement of U.S. armed forces.
Harkins should state that he is prepared to establish liaison with

"?both qugyta; are from Schlesinger, Robert Kennedy and His Times, p. 714.
591bid., p. 718.
°°Kannel:iy Library, POF Country File, Vietnam Security 1963.
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the coup planners and to review plans, but will not engage directly

in joint coup planning.” ) .

m'f‘he cablepariso autl'%orized Lodge to suspend U.S. aid to the Diem
overnment if and when he decided this was necessary.

With respect to what the cable called the “last approach to
Diem,” Lodge was told that Rusk was sending him a separate cable
on that subject.®! ) i

In his separate cable to Lodge, Rusk suggested further discussion
of the possibility of separating Diem and the Nhus. Rusk said that,
pased in part on Paul Kattenburg’s cable, he do‘}1bted whether
Diem could be persuaded to take such an action. “Unless such a
talk included a real sanction such as threatened withdrawal of our
support, it is unlikely that it would be taken completely seriously
by a man who may feel that we are inescapably committed to an
anti-Communist Vietnam. But if a sanction were used in such a
conversation, there would be a high risk that this would be taken
by Diem as a sign that action against him and the Nhus was immi-
nent and he might as a minimum move against the Generals or
even take some quite fantastic action such as calling on North
Vietnam for assistance in expelling the Americans.” )

To prevent this from happening, Rusk suggested that this sanc-
tion . . . might properly await the time when others’ were ready
to move immediately to constitute a new government,” thus leav-
ing it to the generals to make one last effort to separate Diem and
the Nhus. “In any event, were the Generals to take this action it
would tend to protect succeeding Vietnam administrations from
the charge of being wholly American puppets subjected to what-
ever anti-American sentiment is inherent in so complex a situa-
tion.”’62 )

Lodge replied the next day (August 30) that he did not t}}‘mk the
US. could remove the Nhus by working through Diem.®3 “In fact
Diem will oppose it. He wishes he had more Nhus, not less. The
best chance of doing it is by the Generals taking over the govern-

ment lock, stock and barrel. After this has been done, it can then
be decided whether to put Diem back in again or go on without
him. I am rather inclined to put him back, but I wguld not fgvog
putting heavy pressure on the Generals if they don’t want him.

Lodge added:

1t is possible, as you suggested [several words deleted] for the
Generals when, as and if their operation gets rolling to
demand the removal of the Nhus before bringing their oper-
ation to fruition. But I am afraid they will get talked out of
their operation which will then disintegrate, still leaving the
Nhus in office.

If the Generals’ operation does get rolling, I would not want
to stop it until they were in full control. They could then get
rid of the Nhus and decide whether they wanted to keep Diem.

1A copy of the cable, Washington to Saigon 272, Aug. 29, 1963, is in the Johnson Library,
Declassified and Sanitized Documents from Unprocessed Files. . .

82pp Gravel ed., vol. II, pp. 787-788. A copy of the cable, Washington to Saigon 279, Aug‘.. 29,
1968, is in the Johnson Library, Declassified and Sanitized Documents from Unprocessed Files.

83 PP, Gravel ed., vol. II, pp. 7189.740. A qe?y of the cable, Saigon to Wash:namn 383, Aug\.} 30,
1968, is in the Johnson Library, Declassified and Sanitized Documents from Unprocessed iles.
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It is better for them and for us for them 1
Nhus than for us to get involved in it. to throw out the,‘
I am sure that the best way to handle this matter is by a
trul_y‘ Vietnamese movement even if it puts me rather in the !
position of pushing a piece of spaghetti. &
Lodge’s cable had been preceded by discussions with Vietnamese 1
leaders about the situation, and on the same day (August 30), he
sent reports to Washington on two of these. One was with the In-'
terim Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs, Truong Cong Cuu, and |
the other was with a prominent person whose name has been delet-. 1
ed from the cable reporting the conversation.84 Cuu tried to reas-. |
sure Lodge that measures were being taken by the Diem govern- ]
ment to improve relations with the U.S,, but he told Lodge “Please ]
cease the efforts of your CIA to make us a nation of ‘boys’ ”’; and he §
asked him to stop the recruitment of spies ‘“that we may be al- |
lowed to develop in our own way in dignity,” adding “. . . the |
French tried to manipulate the Vietnamese people in this way and |
that is the reason why he had never been able to work with them.” }
Lodge reported that his other contact, a person who supported 3
the U.S. program in Vietnam, advised against trying to remove the i
Nhus. The situation was improving, the informant said, and Diem, ]
an excell_ent leader, needed Nhu. The war, he added, could be wot; 1
by the ‘Plgsm administration. As the conversation ended, he advised
Lodge “First, try to calm American opinion and, second, no coups.” ]
In addition to cabling Lodge and Harkins on August 29 to report 3
agreement that the coup should be carried out as first ordereéx:m
?oﬁ%l}:itn §4£°Pre31de?t“II{gennegylpersonally sent Lodge that day the 3
secret, e » G : :
followi Whatp; secret; yes Only” cable marked “No Other Distri- |
I have approved all the messages you are receiving fr: y
others today, and I emphasize that e\}r'erything in thes% moer:-
e il o all ok owe
We will do a at we can to help you conclude thi
ation successfully. Nevertheless, therg i); one point 0111: rlnsyogvev;
constitutional responsibilities as President and Commander in
Chief w}l;;ch I wish to state to iyou in this entirely private mes-
z?gseéa:ve ; ich is not being circulated here beyond the Secretary
Until the very moment of the go signal for the o iti
the Generals, r{ must reserve a coggngent right? ptsz:ll'(n):nz
course and reverse previous instructions. While fully aware of
your assessment of the consequences of such a reversal, I know
from experience l;hat failure is more destructive than an ap-
pearance of indecision. I would, of course, accept full responsi-
b}lgty for any such change as I must bear also the full responsi-
bility for this operation and its consequences. It is for this
reason that I count on you for a continuing assessment of the
prospects of success and most particularly desire your candid
warning if the current course begins to go sour. When we go,

i

84Both cables, Sai i i ;
NSCI;‘ ﬁount File, lg;‘n:nwaﬂhmﬂwn 380 and 384, Aug. 30, 1968 are in the Kennedy Library,
in 198ot.mn y Library, NSF Presidential Meetings File, CAP 63466. This cable was declassified
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we must go to win, but it will be better to change our minds
than fail. And if our national interest should require a change
of mind, we must not be afraid of it.

On August 30, Lodge replied to Kennedy in a cable marked
«president only, pass White House directly, no other distribution
whatever’’:68

1. I fully understand that you have the right and responsibil-
ity to change course at any time. Of course I will always re-
gpect that right.

2 To be successful, this operation must be essentially a Viet-
namese affair with a momentum of its own. Should this
happen you may not be able to control it, i.e., the “go signal”
may be given by the Generals.

The Generals Hesitate, and the U.S. Regroups

Kennedy’s personal cable to Lodge coincided with an apparent
reluctance by the Vietnamese generals to proceed with the coup,
and U.S. officials in both Washington and Saigon decided that the
time was not yet ripe.

After a meeting of the NSC at the State Department on August
30, at which Secretary of State Rusk presided in the absence of the
President, Rusk sent the following cable to Lodge:®”

Generals so far appear have no plan and little momentum.
Further, bits and pieces of information here suggest that Diem
and Nhu are moving to normalize situation and head off possi-
bilities of being upset. Prospects of changing government by
strong and concerted Vietnamese elements seem very thin on
basis of any hard information we have. This raises possibility
that Nhu will try to ease internal and international pressures
and perhaps bring about quiet liquidation of potential opposi-
tion. Possibility therefore increasingly is that if there is to be a
change, it can only be brought about by American rather than
Vietnamese effort. Obviously, an abortive effort inspired by or
attributed to the United States will be disastrous. Central
question therefore comes to be how much reality there is in at-
titude expressed by generals with whom contacts have been
made and their capabilities and determinations with respect to
what has been said thus far. The distinction between what is
desirable and what is possible is one which we may have to
face in the next few days. This telegram changes none of your
instructions but expresses our uneasiness at the absence of
bone and muscle as seen from here.

On August 31, the U.S. mission cabled Washington that planning
for the coup had stopped because of doubts among the generals
that they had enough forces under their control to undertake a
successful coup, as well as about the commitment of the US. to
support the coup. At that point, as the Pentagon Papers states,

ssKennedy Library, NSF Country File, Vietnam. This cable was declassified in 1983 as a re-
quest of a mandatory review request by CRS. A number of other cables between Washington
and Saigon during the period Aug. 28-30, 1968, remain classified.

s7Washington to Saigon 284, Aug. 30, 1963, same location.
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“ .. the U.S. found itself . . . without a policy and with most of |

its bridges burned.”¢8

That same day, Lodge replied to Rusk’s cable of August 30.6® He
noted that by then Washington had received Harkins’ cable report-
ing that planning for the coup had sto;g{ped. “At some undetermin-

ate date in the future,” Lodge said, if “some other group with the :

necessary strength and lust for office comes forward, we can con-
template another effort.”

Lodge said he thought Washin%ton was ‘“‘right” to instruct him to
support a coup, ‘. . . not only because of the state of opinion in
America and Free World but because the government of Viet-Nam
have acted both as liars and criminals. But now the only attempt
to change the government which would succeed would be one

which the U.S. could mount itself and, of course, that is out of the 1

question.”

He suggested that the U.S. try to arrange for a go-between other
than himself (he thought the coup planning and other factors had
lessened his effectiveness to play such a role) to negotiate with

Diem the departure from the country of Madame Nhu, as well as

stripping Nhu of all functions except administration of the strate-
gic hamlets. Archbishop Ngo Dinh Thuc, another of Diem'’s broth-
ers, should also leave the country. The position of Prime Minister
would be created to be filled by ’?}’man. nciliatory steps would be
taken toward the Buddhists and the students.

Lodfe also asked whether, to strengthen his hand, it would be
possible for the U.S. House of Representatives or the House For-
eign Affairs Committee to “cut out appropriations for foreign aid
for Viet-Nam? Giving me chance to get GVN to agree to our points
on the ground that this would facilitate restoration of the item.”

On August 31, there was another meeting of the NSC group at
the State Department with Rusk presiding.”® It was, or could have
been, a significant meeting, because it was the first important
high-level meeting of this kind during the Kennedy administration
at which doubts were expressed about continued U.S. involvement

in Vietnam. The meeting began with comments from Rusk as to |
why a coup had been considered by the U.S. in the first place. He ]|
listed three factors, the first two of which were the internal and 3§

external effects of Ngo Dinh Nhu and his wife on the situation in

Vietnam, and the third was the pressure of U.S. public (and con-
gressional) opinion. He said the time had come to take steps to im- }
prove the situation in Vietnam as well as to strengthen U.S. public i
support of Vietnam policy, but that it was unrealistic to begin by

assuming that Nhu would have to be removed. McNamara said he
agreed with Rusk, and urged that normal communications between
the U.S. mission and Diem be resumed immediately. Hilsman then
reviewed the reasons for supporting a coup.

At that point there occurred an exchange of some historical sig-

nificance involving, on the one hand, Paul Kattenburg, and, on the f;
other, Rusk, McNamara, Taylor, Nolting and Vice President John-

%8PP Gravel ed., vol. II, p. 240. The cable was based on a meeting on Aug. 31 between Har- /

kins and Khiem. )
¢9Kennedy Library, NSF Country File, Vietnam, Saigon to Washington 391, Aug. 31, 1968.
Parts of this cable have been sanitized. -
10PP, Gravel ed., vol. II, pp. 741-748.
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gon. It was, among other things, a sobering experience for anyone
who might have had any thoughts about questioning the U.S. com-
mitment. Kattenburg, who had just returned from Vietnam, com-
mented that Lodge thought the United States would be thrown out
of Vietnam in 6 months if the U.S. tried to continue working with
the Diem regime. Kattenburg said he had known Diem for 10
years, and did not think that Diem would ever take the steps nec-
essary to correct the situation. This, he said, would mean a steady
deterioration in the situation, and he suggested that it would be
petter for the U.S. to withdraw honorably. Taylor questioned Kat-
tenburg about what he meant by being forced out in 6 months, and
Nolting disagreed with Kattenburg, but it was the response of
Rusk, McNamara and Johnson that ended the argument. Rusk said
that Kattenburg’s comments were “largely speculative; that it
would be far better for us to start on the firm basis of two things—
that we will not pull out of Vietnam until the war is won, and that
we will not run a coup.” McNamara agreed. Rusk added that he
thought there was “good proof that we have been winning the
war.” Vice President Johnson agreed also, adding that he had
“great reservations with respect to a coup, particularly so because
he had never seen a genuine alternative to Diem.” He said that
“from both a practical and political viewpoint, it would be a disas-
ter to pull out; that we should stop playing cops and robbers and
get back to talking straight to the GVN, and that we should once
again go about winning the war.”

Kattenburg later commented on this experience:"!

. . . I listened for about an hour or an hour and a half to
this conversation before I was asked to say anything at the
meeting and they looked to me absolutely hopeless, the whole
group of them. There was not a single person there that knew
what he was talking about. It simply looked, to me, that way.
They were all great men. It was appalling to watch. I didn’t
have the feeling that any of them—Bobby Kennedy, Taylor,
even down to my good old friend and buddy, Roger Hilsman—
really knew. ... They didn’t know Vietnam. They didn't
know the past. They had forgotten the history. They simply
didn’t understand the identification of nationalism and Com-
munism, and the more this meeting went on, the more I sat
there and I thought, “God, we’re walking into a major disas-
ter,” and that’s when I made what essentially was a very im-
prudent and also presumptuous remark, in a way. And the re-
action to it was sort of what I had invited. They all just disre-
garded it or said it was not backed by anything.

After the meeting, the State Department sent Lodge two cables,
one from Hilsman and the other from Rusk, both of which were
read and approved by Kennedy.’2 In the cable from Hilsman,
Lodge was told that policymakers in Washington agreed with his
Proposal for a ‘“direct effort” in Vietnam. “U.S. cannot abandon
Viet-Nam and while it will support Vietnamese effort to change
government that has good prospects success U.S. should not and

71CRS Interview with Paul Kattenburg, Feb. 16, 1979.
72Kennedy Librarzy, NSF Country File, Vietnam, Washington to Saigon 294 (Hilsman) and 295
(Rusk), Aug. 31, 1962.
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would not mount and operate one. . . . In the meantime, our pri- }
mary objective remains winning war and we concur your sugges- |
tion that we should now reopen communications with Diem.” The

cable continued:

As to general posture, it seems desirable to maintain both 1
publicly and in our private talks with GVN the leverage of :

U.S. discontent with repression which has eroded war effort
within Viet-Nam as well as support of Congress, U.S. public,
and world. Impression should be, both privately and publicly,
that U.S. engaged in candid and critical discussion to improve
government not overthrow it. Decision on changing govern-
ment is Vietnamese affair.

In your talk with Diem, our thought is you should first stress
common interest in defeating Viet Cong. Then in frank but
tough line point out that daily juxtaposition of continuing
American casualties and massive U.S. aid with repressive
measures contrary deepest American convictions will make it
difficult for Executive and Congress to continue support.
Common problem for U.S. and GVN in general and you and
Diem in particular is to work out set of GVN policies and ac-
tions that will make possible continued U.S. support. But time
is rather short. President Kenned may well be obliged at next
press conference to express U.g. disapproval of repressive
measures. Should we find it impossible to reach an agreement
with GVN on a program to undo the damage caused by recent
GVN actions, then suspension of aid might soon be forced upon
us.

Hilsman’s cable concluded by stating that the President was
going to comment on the situation in Vietnam in a televised inter-
view on September 2. “While in this interview he will be as re-
strained as possible, if asked it will be impossible to avoid some ex-
pression of concern. This expression, however, will be mild in com-
parison to what may have to be said soon unless there is major im-
provement.”

Rusk’s August 31 cable to Lodge was as follows:

It seems to me that we must keep our eye fixed on the main
purpose of our presence in South Viet-Nam and everyone on
the U.S. side needs to review the bidding on this elementary
purpose: why we are there, why are we asking our fellows to
be killed and what is getting in the way of accomplishing our
purpose. The actions of the GVN and the Nhus have eroded
this purpose—inside Viet-Nam and internationally and they
have also eroded our capacity to provide political leadership in
the U.S. necessary to support the effort in Viet-Nam. To raise
these questions is not merely an emotional reaction to two in-
dividuals. They involve the fundamental requirement of politi-
cal leadership in Viet-Nam which is necessary to coalesce the
Vietnamese people in a war effort which we can support. Diem
must realize that his obligation of political leadership runs to
the solidarity of his people which may require conciliatory ac-
tions which are distasteful to him personally. He must make a
systematic effort to improve his international position, and a
demonstration to the American people that we are not asking

R E——
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Americans to be killed to support Madame Nhu'’s desire to bar-
bonzes. . '

Or? egggtember 2, 1963, Presidept Kennedy was interviewed on
CBS television by Walter Cronkite. When asked a prearranged
question about Vietnam by Cronkite, Kennedy gave this pre-
planned response:"3 ) he Gov.

I don’t think that unless a greater effort is made by the Gov
ernment to win popular support that the war can be won out
there. In the final analysis, it is their war. They are the ones

ve to win it or lose it. )

Kg:l}:l(;;l; was asked by Cronkite whethe,:,r “this government has
time to regain the support of the people,” and he rephgd thatl 111:
did; that “with changes in policy and perhaps with personng
think it can.” He added that he did noa agree with those who advo-
cated U.S. withdrawal from Vietnam. “That would be a great mis-
take,” he said. “We . . . have to participate—we may not like it—
i of Asia.” o .
méggig: f‘(e)lf}'S(Ie{ennedy’s comments during the Cronkite interview
were then cabled by the State Department to Saigon and ‘P&)‘hall
other relevant U.S. diplomatic missions with the notation, eg
represent the U.S. Government’s attitude powar.d.the’ ’gl‘!tuatlon an
should be followed as the official U.S. public position. torial

On September 6, the New York Times said in an .edltorlal on
Kennedy’s interview: “The lessons of the present crisis are plain.
One is that the anti-Communist war in South Vlgtnam . . .1s not
only, as President Kennedy declared, ‘their war’ but our wlar—g
war from which we cannot retreat and which we dare not (ise..

A week later, in an interview with Chet Huntley on NBC tef evi-
sion, Kennedy repeated that the U.S. should not w1tl_1draw' ro}in
Vietnam. He was also asked by Huntley whether he believed in }t1 e
“domino theory.” He replied: “I believe it. I believe it. I think tl at
the struggle is close enough. China is so large, looms so high Juls
beyond the frontier, that if South Vietnam went, it would not on 1{
give them an improved geographic position for a guerrilla as?‘alil
on Malaya, but would also give the impression that the wave o ti) e
future in Southeast Asia was China and the Communists. So I be-
lieve it.”75 . _

i William Bundy, Kennedy’s opposition to withdraw-
al é.cc.ofdrlgf%egzed exactly wha%' the internal record shows was being
said by his senior advisers in council. Short of the.mo;s.’t7 6dlre ex-
tremes, the U.S. simply should not think of withdrawing.

In early September 1963, as the U.§. Government began regroi;g-
ing prior to new efforts to force Diem’s hand, Lodge, who was delib-
erately avoiding a meeting with Diem, met for the second time
with Nhu (the first meeting had been on August 27). Accompany-
ing Lodge were the Italian Ambassador and the Papal Delegate to
Vietnam. At this meeting, Nhu said that he was planning to resign
and to retire to the Vietnamese countryside (Dalat), and that
Madame Nhu would leave Vietnam for an extended trip. The

j idents, John F. Kennedy, 1963, p. 652. .
::ﬁggﬁcedﬂz ig':f t,hlGSi‘h.eéou:try File, Vietnam, &’ashmgton to Saigon 306, Sept. 2, 1963.
78 Public rs 07 he Presidents, John F. Kennedy, 1963, p. 659.
76Bundy MS,, ch. 10, p. 9.




164

Papal Delegate agreed to arrange for Archbishop Thuc to leave the ]
country. Nhu also said that conciliatory steps would be taken
toyva}rd the Buddhists, and that, as the U.S. had advocated, a Prime.
Mlnlste;‘ would be appointed.”” During the remainder of that week,
the Italian Ambassador and the Papal Delegate urged Nhu to carry”
out these promises. One of the reasons they cited was the need to!
avoid a suspension of U.S. aid for Vietnam which was then being
considered in the U.S. Senate. (On September 6, Nhu said again |
that he would resign, but that he would not leave the country. On ;
September 7, the Papal Delegate “got Thuc out of the country,”
and on September 9, Madame Nhu left for Europe.’® Nhu still ha;d ‘
not resigned, however.) 4
On September 3, Kennedy met with his NSC advisers to consider*
new instructions for Lodge when he met again with Diem. The';
group discussed Lodge’s meeting with Nhu on September 2 and’]
agreed that it would be helpful if Nhu were to resign and leave';
Saigon, if only for Dalat. The President said he did not want to dis- 4
courage Madame Nhu's trip, but that he did not want her to come
to the Umted St_;ates, and particularly did not want her to make a §
speech in Washington. CIA Director McCone replied that “He be-’
heve_:d we could handle the press in such a way that the trip would |
not increase Madame Nhu’s prestige.”’ 79 =
. Several hov.,n's after: the meeting, a cable was sent to Lodge stat- 1
ing that Nhu’s promises were hopeful, but that Lodge should meet |}
with Plem as soon as possible.?? “Bargain with Nhu,” the cable ]
said, y‘vould only confirm his ascendency.” Even if Nhu were in 1}
Dalat, “he could still be power behind throne.”
Washington’s “guidance” for Lodge in the September 3 cable was |
about the same as in the August 31 cables from Hilsman and Rusk: 3
We will continue to assert publicly and privately U.S. discon- ‘\
tent with repression which has eroded effort toward common 1
goal of winning war until there are concrete results in GVN |
policies and posture. U.S. not trying to overthrow government, }
but engaged in candid and critical talks to improve it. Purpose
of general posture is to give you leverage with GVN; avoid 1
false public impression U.S. tried something and now backing |
;ﬁff’; %1% avoid seemlngdtofacquiesce in repression, which wourig‘ 1
.S. on wrong side fence wi jori insi
I P NS, on ¥ thegw side e with majority of people inside |
n a memorandum reporting on a luncheon meetin,
?\2};} s()Se%tsrgx;lbeé 3) w(i%} jo)urna%listlsI Peter Lisagor (gh}l;:aé},x: dDgli?t
A ide me), an r i iggi
Herald Tribune), H¥lsman said in par!'::‘zglu erite Higgins (New Yor
I have been gaying for several months that the U.S. would
not attempt to “play God”; and the U.S. could not scurry about
plotting and pulling strings on puppets in a country like Viet-
Nam. The U.S. could not play God for three reasons: (1) it
would undermine our efforts to build viable political systems

"7PP, Gravel ed., vol. II, p. 242.
78 1bid. p- 242

79Kennedy Libra , NSF Presidential Meeti ile, i i
Prsg‘igenltl,'" gept. 8.3}: 63 mortens sanl::lzedee ings File, “Memorandum of Conversation with the
ashington to Saigon 317, Sept. 3, 1963, same location.
81Kennedy Library, NSF Country File, Vietnal:. ocation
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throughout Asia; (2) it would open a new Vietnamese Govern-
ment to a charge of being a U.S. puppet and set back the war
effort; and (3) the CIA did not have the skill, the eptness or the
perceptiveness into Asian societies to bring it off.

All this I have been saying for months. It remains true.
What has happened here is that Nhu beat up the Pagodas
without the Army knowing about it. It was an attempt to tar
the Army with this brush and the U.S.. The purpose was to
lead the U.S. around by the nose to demonstrate to all of Viet-
Nam that we were controllable. Faced with this action and
these motives, the U.S. had to show Diem-Nhu and the Viet-
namese people that the U.S. could not be iade a puppet. It is
true that we don’t have the leverage that some think we do in
calling the tune in a country we are helping, but we are not
and cannot be their complete puppets. The motive behind the
statement that the Army was not to blame was not an “invita-
tion to rebellion” in exactly that sense. It did and was intended
to put all concerned on notice that it was winning the war that
we were concerned with and that, if the Vietnamese chose to
change their government, we were not committed to Diem, the
personality. It seemed to me that this was not “an invitation to
rebellion.’

(At the end of the last sentence, after “rebellion,” Hilsman had
added ‘“if this is treason make the most of it,” but he or someone
else penciled out these additional words.)

At about this time, General Lansdale, even though involved in
other assignments, met with Harriman to discuss the situation in
Vietnam. This is his description of that conversation:82

.. . In the late summer of '63 I had breakfast one day with
Harriman. He was asking me some questions about brother
Nhu and Diem, and he told me he was very surprised at my
viewpoints on things, I guess they sounded unusual to him. I
urged him to create a place for Nhu up at Harvard. I remem-
ber he had John Kenneth Galbraith, a Harvard economist and
Ambassador to India at the time, having breakfast with us at
Harriman’s house. I was saying that Galbraith and Harriman
should get together and put up a group at Harvard and invite
Nhu over from Vietnam to be a member there. I said, “Kick
him upstairs. Tell him he’s an intellectual. Listen to him and
give him a job there. He’d come, and Diem would let him go.
And once he’s away, then Diem will be a very different person
and be on his own and you won’t have to worry so much about
him.” Galbraith sort of snorted negatively. And I said, “No,
Nhu is a real smart guy. He’s obnoxious like most of you intel-
lectuals—he sort of gets on my nerves a little bit.” Galbraith
was 80 negative about it that I couldn’t help teasing him. But
it would have been one way out for Diem and Nhu.

Harriman liked the idea. He said, “I like the way you think
and I like ideas like this.” I said, “Well, Diem gave his father a
sort of a death-bed promise that he would take care of his
youngest brother, Nhu. And we Americans have come in and

83CRS Interview with Edward G. Lansdale, Nov. 19, 1982,
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bluntly told him to get rid of Nhu. Well, his father’s wisheg]

mean more to him. He’s a family man. Instead of that, if we

had gone in and said, ‘We have a real good job for Nhu ang!
want you to help us convince him to g0,” he’d do it. You know, |

he’d think it was good for his brother which it would be.” And

I said, “And Nhu is a real intellectt}al. He really is. He'd a!

Lansdale said that he could “feel that something was happen. |
ing,” and he went to see Roger Hilsman in the State Department, |
“Roger kept talking about his forthcoming trip to Australia, and [ |
said, ‘No, Harriman wants me to talk about Vietnam to you. You !
must be about to do something. Tell me what it is, s0 I'll know, and §
maybe I can help you, come up with some ideas for you.” And he'q 4
klelegx going back to Australia. He wouldn’t talk about Vietnam at

all.” Lansdale also saw McN amara:

I went in and saw McNamara and he must have hinted at !
forthcoming changes in Saigon. I remember saying, “Don’t }

forget there’s a constitution there. Keep it alive. . . . don’t go

monkeying around trying to overcome the will of the people to !
make some new idea work. . . . And don’t forget there’s a con-

stitutional vice president there,” and so on.
Using Congress to Reinforce the Threat

In his cable of August 30, as was noted earlier, Lodge (a former ]
Member of the U.S. Senate until he was defeated by John F. Ken- 1

suggested it again: “I am obviously looking for leverage for my talk
with Diem,” he said in a cable to Harriman.83 “The following is
clear to me: even though Vietnamese public mind would not differ-

the executive branch. If our congressional system does, in fact, give
us an advantage in handling the extremely explosive issue of aid
suspension, we should certainly not overlook it.’

Just before he sent this cable, Lodge received Hilsman’s cable of
September 5, in which Hilsman reported on an executive session of
the Far East Subcommittee of the Senate Foreign Relations Com-
mittee where he had testified on the situation in Vietnam.8¢ Hils-
man told Lodge that the meeting “. . . revealed far-reachin
doubts regarding not only Diem-Nhy leadership but also advisabil.
ity of continued U S. participation in Viet-Nam war.”

Following the subcommittee meeting, the chairman of the sub-
committee, Senator Frank Lausche, made a brief speech in the
Senate, apparently drafted by or with the advice of the State De-
partment, in which he said that he concurred with Kennedy’s

®3Kennedy Library, POF Country File, Vietnam Security, 1963, Saigon to Washington 423,
Seg)t. 6, 1961{'

“Washington to Saigon 335, Sept. 5, 1963, same location.
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f policy
September 2 about the need for a change o /
gtaé:e rg::if)l;nof pgrsonnel by the South Vietnamese, as well as Klf:d
a:d l’)s opposition to the attacks on the Buddhists, which he ca
" y ave mistake of policy” on Diem’s part.85 ¢ the For.
E grt,er that day, Senator Frank Church, also a m.eml?er of the Fo
.La Relations Committee, said that he was cons1der1ng offering a
elgnlution to suspend U.S. aid to Vietnam unless the Diem goveﬁ'n-
resot instituted reforms. Senator Frank.Carlson_ (R/Kans.), anot (:'2
m:;ber of the Foreign Relations Commxtt(_ee, said he woul%(s,gpp%
mch a move, This information was immgdlately cabled to o ge by
:ﬁe State Department, and after almeetutlog Bf the {‘T%(i?cﬁ (;i D (i: :{)&l\g
i i im in talking iem, (W ]
gent to Lodge directing him in Diem, (which, the cable
im to do a8 a part of U.S. strategy), t 1 >
:’ Zie\(alvitllllmU.S. public opinion and Congress using Hilsman I}!:eetm(g1
V\llith Far East Subcommittee and statements of Lausche an
7”86
Chlfsgé met with Diem on September 9, and afterwards hg report-
ed that “the greatest impact was probably made by the %mgus&t::
of the grave reaction which Diem is courting in the U.S.
B i thinking of introducing
Church told Hilsman that he was thi g of
thzvt'l:sr:ﬂution, Hilsman urged him not to offer spec1ﬁch1angt(xi§ge
“without first checking with the Executive Branch on both wording
and timing. . . .” Church agreed. The administration, which lgug
have been responsible for initiating the resolution, pqrsualn :
Lodge’s suggestion, began er}courzzgir;gt }(llhurc};);)zsa:ldozo;-}ll:;nsgit«'l:1 Z:fox};
with him to maximize the impact of the pro on the situation
i iet . McGeorge Bundy is said to‘have called
;:ah‘a{lli? E?The President t,o1 t}elll him to ”E{seep it up’; that they
t kind of helpful pressure. ] )
thoAl::gz}altntlle::ti:;f the NSC on September 10, the President 1;alsed
the subject of a congressional resolutil(;ln condemn;ngo Igtl;eal:lt 8 C:S:
tions.®? Hilsman replied that ‘“the problem was not to t G
it.” i Church’s interest in offering
gress but to stop it.” He discussed warch’s interest In offering
such a resolution, and said he thought Church w menabl
i ini tion on timing and wording. The
to suggestions from the administrati n 2d wording. The
i id “. . . we should decide whether we g
ﬁxlgzlr??;sszldvantageous. If we decided it was, we should the:x get
the full support of Senators Mansfield and Dirksen. The (;volx;s pg:_—
sible situation would be to have a resolution put up and then
et i i irectly to Capitol
ing the NSC meeting, Hilsman went directly
Hill:‘lotk)?allrll(gto (?hurch. He cautioned Church that it would not‘ ‘do to
have a weak or contrary vote on the resolution. It had to be “near

* 7' . . . ;
::ﬁfﬁx‘;gcll'yl%si'bga:f? %ISF Countryhli‘ile, W;shlqgmnsrg SaxgSe toré :i%lésSept. 6, 1963, Vietnam
Presi i i ile, Washington to Saigon 8, . 6, .
N§§Kemﬁentggr¥$h FFéo(:xntry F'gﬁk Yietnam Security, 1963, Unsigned report by General
Krulak on ‘‘Vietnam, 6-10 September 1963. . ) Dec. 12, 1975, Bundy says he
CRS Intervi ith Church’s former assistant, Bryce Nelson, . 12, .
do: not h;emu:geyl t}}:ia &‘S\l;cnes call, but that it may have occurred. CRS Interview with
oty L1 rary oy, NSF bresidential Meetings File, “Memorandum of a Conference with the

President,” Sept. 10, 1968.
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unanimous.” Church replied that the proposed resolution had g3
“good prospect of getting real support.”

Hilsman said he would work with Church on the language of thefj
proposal. (At that time, Church’s resolution provided for discon.:

tinuing aid to the government of South Vietnam because of its reli-

gious persecution which “offends the conscience of the American
$

people. . . .”)

In a meeting on September 11, the NSC agreed to support the'}
Church resolution as one of a series of moves to bring new pres-']
sures to bear on Diem. The President said he thought it would bet
helpful, “but only if we could control the ensuing situation.” There'}
were these further comments: '}

Mr. [McGeorge] Bundy said we could support the introduc- §
tion of the resolution and then suggest that it not be acted:’
upon in a hurry. Secretary Rusk and Senator Mansfield sharegd |
the view that the resolution should be introduced, but that {

hearings on it be delayed.

The President expressed his concern that an effort would be: }
made to attach the resolution to the aid bill. He wanted us to- ;
work with the Congressional Committees so that we would not |
end up with a resolution requiring that we reduce aid. The ob- |
jective was a resolution merely condemning current actions of
the Diem government. We must not get into a situation in !
which the resolution could be defeated. We should try to avoid. !

having it tied to the aid program.

Following the NSC meeting, Church was given the go-ahead by
Hilsman, and the next day, September 12, 1963, he introduced the

resolution, as follows:?° :
Resolved, That it is the sense of the Senate that unless the

Government of South Vietnam abandons policies of repression |
against its own people and makes a determined and effective
effort to regain their support, military and economic assistance

to that Government should not be continued.

_ Cosponsoring the resolution were its principal cosponsor, Repub- :
lican Senator Carlson, and 21 additional Senators (others joined |
subsequently), all but two of whom were Democrats, mostly liber- -

als. Included among the cosponsors were some of the stalwarts
among those who, in addition to Church, subsequently opposed the

war: Morse, Ernest Gruening (D/Alaska), Gaylord Nelson (D/ Wis),

Pell, Joseph S. Clark (D/Pa.), George S. McGovern (D/S. Dak.) and
Stephen M. Young (D/Ohio).

Church’s resolution had been drafted by the State Department,
and, as stated in a note from a member of Hilsman'’s staff inform-
ing him that it been offered, “Church offered his resolution using
exactly the same language as we had. No change.”?1

Following the introduction of the Church resolution, the State
Department again cited congressional pressure as one of the argu-
ments to be made to Diem. In the September 16 draft of instruc-
tions for Lodge, which was part of an overall action plan, he was to

208, Res. 88-196. For Church'’s statement see CR, vol. 109, see p. 16824.

?!Kennedy Library, Thomson Papers, Note to RH from Ginny, Sept. 12, 1963, re, rting phone
call from State’s congressional liaison office. In the same file there are several other State De-
partment drafts of the resolution.

169

tell Diem that “The Executive Branch considers any effort to con-
test moves in Congress to restrict or terminate U.S. aid programs
in Vietnam bound to be ineffective under present circum-

s.”92

st?gc:he general plan of action prepared by State and sent to the
President, Rusk, McNamara and McCone on Seppen}pg;' 16, Hils-
man included this statement of “Congressional Action S )

A resolution expressing the “sense of the Senate” that aid to
South Vietnam be terminated unless that regime reverses its
policies of repression might be useful ammunition for' Ambgs-
sador Lodge, if it were passed by a substantial margin. With
tacit Administration approval, the Church-Carlson resolution
has good prospects for passage. In terms of general strategy on
the foreign aid bill, such a resolution should be delayed until
Senate passage of the aid bill. Although a case can be made for
earlier approval of this resolution, what is contemplated here
is not a crash program of sudden aid termination but rather a
carefully phased plan which might well benefit from Senate
action at a later date.

" The Debate Continues

Meanwhile, policymakers in the executive branch continued de-
bating the nexgophase in the ongoing effort to bring about the d&-
gired changes in Vietnam. The NSC met again on September 6.°:
During the first part of the meeting, before the arrival of the Presi-
dent, there was a very pointed discussion among his advisers. Rusk
said, “if the situation continues to deteriorate in _Vletnam, if our
relations with Diem continue to deteriorate, and if U:S. domestic
opinion becomes strongly anti-Diem, we will be faced with no alter-
native short of a massive U.S. military effort.” He said that Lodge
should be directed to tell Diem that the United Nations was on the
verge of passing a resolution condemning the repression of the
Buddhists, and that the U.S. would not be able to prevent passage
of that resolution. Moreover, unless Diem acted promptly there
would be a “drastic effect in the U.S. involving both reduction in
economic and military assistance and strong pressure to withdraw
U.S. political support of Vietnam.” o

Robert Kennedy asked whether the war could be won if Diem
and Nhu remained in power. Rusk replied that it could not be won
unless changes were made. RFK wondered whethgr“Dlem would
change, and said that the U.S. should get “tough.” “Ambassador
Lodge has to do more than say our President is unhappy. We w;ll
have to tell Diem that he must do the things we demand or we will
have to cut down our effort as forced by the U.S. public. Rusk re-
sponded that pressure should be applied in “. . . two or three bites.
It is very serious to threaten to pull out of V1etnam’., If the Viet
Cong takes over in Vietnam we are in real trouble.” He recom-
mended that the first step should be a discussion between Lodge
and Diem, following which the U.S. would then be in a better posi-

°2Kennedy Library, NSF Country File, Vietnam, Hilsman to Rusk and McNamara, “A Plan
to Acl;g:'le 8. Ohjztilvec 11n1 South Vietnam,” Sept. 16, 1968.

93]bid., pt. C, phase I, p. 11. . .

“{b!\:l%l,ngrandgm of éol:lference with the President,” Sept. 6, 1963, cited above.
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tion to know what to do, and could, if desirable, issue an ‘“ultima-
tum.” J

McGeorge Bundy commented, “. . . this was not the moment of]
decision. When we say we can’t win with Diem we are talking of a]

longer time period.” He, too, thought they needed more informas-,
tion, particularly from Thuan. k

Taylor observed that only three weeks earlier the U.S. believed';

that the war could be won with Diem, and he wondered whether |

recent events had changed that judgment. There apparently was no {

direct response to his query. :
RFK asked again what the U.S. should do if it were concluded |

that the war could not be won with Diem. McNamara replied that ]
this question could not be answered in Washington because of the |
lack of first-hand information on the state of affairs in Vietnam. {
Rusk agreed, and said that a reassessment was required. Taylor §
suggested that General Krulak should go to Vietnam to assess the |

“grass roots military view,” and McNamara and Rusk agreed.

There was further discussion of the instructions to Lodge. Nolt- |
ing argued that it would be a mistake to put too much pressure on |
Diem. “He asked that we not talk to Diem about sanctions, but de-

scribe to him flatly the situation as we saw it.”

Rusk concluded this part of the meeting by calling the situation
‘“stage one.” He added, “There may be no stage two if we decide to |
pull out. If we pull out, we might tell Diem that we wish him well. !

{)ien}s may be able to win the war without us, but this is unlike-
”g

At this point the President joined the group and the meeting }
continued. McGeorge Bundy asked about the ‘“essential minimum j
of our demands.” Rusk replied, “if the Nhus stay on their present j
course we will continue to lose ground.” The President remarked, ;
“we should ask Diem to prohibit Madame Nhu from talking.'?®

Noﬂ;liélg said that, on balance, he thought Ngo Dinh Nhu himself
WO ¢
but a gain with U.S. public opinion.” McGeorge Bundy said that if
Madame Nhu would leave, “we could live with Nhu remaining in
Saigon,” but he again suggested getting Thuan’s opinion. (Thuan

had said two weeks earlier that the war could be won only if Nhu |

left.)
It was agreed that a team representing the two dominant points |

of view, Krulak from the DOD/JCS and Joseph A. Mendenhall, Di- |
rector of the Far East Planning Office under Hilsman, should

make a quick trip to Vietham to survey the situation. McNamara
ordered Krulak to leave in 90 minutes. Hilsman reported later that

he personally had to have the departure of the plane delayed until |

Mendenhall could reach the airport.®?

After the September 6 NSC meeting, a cable was sent to Lodge .'

reporting on the meeting:®8
It is clear that as a minimum we face a major problem with
world, with U.S. Congress and with American public which

*SFollowing this, Rusk’s next sentence has been deleted.

98 An additional comment by the President at this point has been deleted.
®7To Move A Nation, p. 501.

98Washington to Saigon 848, Sept. 6, 1963, cited above.

have to go.” This, he added, “would mean a loss in Vietnam }
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i i N to take actions to restore its image 8o that
vv::aunrlz()l'ut:ﬁlgrx:e to support it. These actions included [here
there are one or two words sanitized] and removal from ccl)un-
try of Madam Nhu, l;fleasing of bonzes, students, etc., along

i discussed. .
lm\?VSh‘:f il;saZ?)t clear is whether these measures will suffice to
restore sufficient confidence in tt};le Diem Government within

iet- rmit them to win the war. )
Vlggrllﬁlgft;ggting was that if the answer to this second ques-
tion is that additional measures, guch as departure of Nhu, are
essential, and if we cannot obtain these addltlon?.l measttl_res
after negotiating with Diem, then US fgced with qﬁes 1{)1;
whether to apply sanctions with all their risks rather than le

i i steadily worse. ) )

Losti;zavt::: E:;ed to m);et with Diem as soon as possible in (_):'_der
to explain the U.S. position, and to get his reaction to that Egslﬁuixa.

Krulak and Mendenhall were gone for four days, Sgptge;n hr }-1 :
“It was a remarkable assignment” wrote John Meclglm,K tlekc 1ed
U.S. public affairs officer in Saigon, who accompanied r;lha and
Mendenhall on the return trip, “to travel @wenty-four tousaq
miles and assess a situation as complex as Vietnam and return n;
just four days. It was a symptom of the state the I”J.S. Gogeeanr‘r‘legs
was in.” “The non sequitur tone of the whole trip,” he added, wed
capped by the fact that the general and the FSO not onl{dagpegr d
to dislike each other, but also ghsagreed on what shou the ori
about Vietnam. On the whole flight they spoke to each other only

i voidable.” )
w}g:: lstegéf;br;i 10, Krulak and M-endenhall pyesented their fipd-
ings to the President and his adwse}'s.1°° This was the mee Tti
made famous by the President’s quip after hearing the repo
from the two men: “Were you two gentlemen in the same coun-
t ?,,101 . g
nhall “ . . emphasized the br:e?.kdown of civilian govern-
mg[l:n?lf Saigon, accompanied by civilian fear and hate olf the
Nhus. . . . He foresaw the %’“lbl,l}?; of a religious war or a large-
nt to the Viet Cong.’
Sc%éiur?:lzegethe other hand, said that Mgndenhall’s report rﬁﬂegft;-
ed the “metropolitan view,” and that out in the countrymdeht e s_1d-
uation was entirely different. Saigon’s p<_)11t1cal p}'oblems, e said,
had not interfered with military operations against the Co'mT}l)l-
nists. “He believed strongly that; wf»f:ﬁ)% stagger through to win the
ith Nhu remaining in control.

Wa?II‘.hv;:ni’hresident asked %vhy the judgment‘s; of the two men sho%lél_
be so different. Hilsman responded t?}at “it was the difference
tween a military and a political view.

isgion i t, pp. 206-207. .
::g{(l?n‘gy; ﬂt;,rgen’ I“I’gl“ Presidential Meetings File, Memorandum of Conference with the
President, Sept. 11(‘), 1 63t. 208
l‘z;%lhlz“::l;'nwr‘i)g'e‘:xnr,ep. rt l;lade by Mendenhall was a cable, which is in the Kennedy Li-

i i ti File,” Saigon to Washi n 453, Sept. 9, 1963. X
br?“ F‘I:'S;mge::::ﬂe;e rlenﬁgo';’t see “Vilsgt to Vietn&mnf’t?:lted above. His general conclusions
» PP-

are also in PP, Gravel ed., vol. 243-244.
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Nolting, however, who presumably also represented the political
view, disagreed with Mendenhall’s conclusions, and said that he
thought “the present government will bear the weight of our pro-

am.”’

Rufus Phillips, who also came back with Krulak and Menden-
hall, however, said that there was a ‘“crisis confidence in Viet-
nam.” (His comments immediately following this statement have
been deleted.)1°4 Phillips added that the U.S. had an obligation to
adopt measures that would bring about a change of government in
Vietnam. He recommended that Lansdale be sent to Vietnam.
Lodge, he said, agreed.

Kennedy asked Phillips what the U.S. should do. Phillips replied
that the U.S. should use the aid program to apply gradual and
graduated pressure on Diem and Nhu. As one aspect of this, the
U.S. should suspend aid to the special forces under the command of
Colonel Le Quang Tung, who was under the control of Nhu. He be-
lieved that through this and other actions the U.S. could split Nhu
from Diem, adding, “If we acquiesced in the actions which Nhu had
taken against us, the result would be further loss of support from
others in Vietnam.”

Phillips also gave a pessimistic report on the military situation,
with which Krulak disagreed, arguing that this was not the view of
General Harkins. At this point the “Crocodile”’ (Washington’s nick-
name for Harriman), according to Halberstam'’s detailed account of
the meeting, “. . . went after Krulak: Harriman said he was not
surprised that Krulak was taking Harkins’ side—indeed he would
be upset if he did not. Harriman said that he had known Krulak
for several years and had always known him to be wrong, and was
sorry to say it, but he considered Krulak a damn fool.” 108

The President then called on John Mecklin to state his views.
Mecklin said that he agreed with Phillips and Mendenhall that the
situation was critical and that strong action was required. He said
that the policy of graduated pressure proposed by Phillips was not
adequate, however. The Diem government was finished, and ‘“The
time had come for the U.S. to apply direct pressure to bring about
a change of government, however distasteful.” Mecklin said that
this could be done without the U.S. appearing to play a direct role.
Actions such as the withholding of certain types of aid would have
the result of bestirring the generals to act on their own. This might
create such chaos, however, that U.S. forces would have to be used
to protect American lives.198

Mecklin also warned that the coup could provide an opening for
the Communists, and therefore that the U.S. should resolve to use
U.S. forces if necessary in order to prevent that from happening.

194From the official summary of the meeting, paraphrased in Hilsman, To Move A Nation, p.
504. Hilsman obviousli had the benefit of the unexpurgated classified version of the summary
when he wrote his book.

105Halberstam, The Best and the Brightest, p. 279.

Halberstam adds that the Army major who had written a report on Long An province that
Phillips had used to illustrate his position “was reprimanded, given a bad efficiency report and
immediately transferred out of Long An to the least attractive post available, which happened
tﬁ)‘l‘)i.e a N%ugrég})(}uard slot. The stakes were getting higher and the game was getting tougher.”

108 pese comments by Mecklin are from his book, Mission in Torment, p. 210. They have been
deleted from the sanitized summary of the Sept. 10 meeting.
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In a memorandum on September 10 to Edward R. Murrow, the
noted radio and TV commentator who was then the director of the
United States Information Agency, Mecklin (an employee of USIA)
recommended using U.S. combat forces, if necessary, “both to pro-
mote unseating of the regime and against the VC, as well as a will-
ingness to accept an engagement comparable to Korea if the Co-
munists choose to escalate.”1°7 Expanding on these points, he said:

In the writer’s judgment, conditions in Viet-Nam have dete-
riorated so badly that the U.S. would be drawing to a three-
card straight to gamble its interests there on anything short of
an ultimate willingness to use U.S. combat troops. . . .

If we are not willing to resort to U.S. forces, it is wholly pos-
sible that efforts to unseat the Ngo Dinhs would produce re-
sults that would be worse, from the U.S. viewpoint, than a ne-
gotiated “neutral” settlement. . . .

On the other hand, a decision now to use U.S. forces if neces-
sary would give the whole U.S. effort psychological lift, produc-
ing confidence that we need not be frustrated indefinitely,
giving us a sure hand that has been lacking in the past. . . .
Such a new sureness in our actions, with the clear implication
that the U.S. “means business,” would quickly get through to
the Vietnamese and to third countries and thus conceivably
itself remove the need to resort to force.

Perhaps it should also be noted that the present situation in
Viet-Nam is confronting the U.S. with what was certainly an
inevitable showdown on the thesis that Western industrial
power somehow must always be frustrated by Communist guer-
rilla tactics applied against a weak, underdeveloped govern-
ment that refused foreign advice and reforms of the very ills
that the Communist live on. There are incipient insurrections
of this sort all over the underdeveloped world and the outcome
in Viet-Nam will have critical bearing on U.S. capability to
prevent and/or suppress them.

In the writer’s opinion, furthermore, there is a very real pos-
sibility that if and as Viet-Nam is conclusively being lost to the
Communists, the U.S. will be forced to use force in any case as
a last resort . . . just as we did so unexpectedly in Korea. It
would be vastly wise—and more effective—to make this unpa-
latable decision now.

In this memorandum, and in his comments at the meeting with
the President, Mecklin concluded that if diplomatic pressure failed
to dislodge Diem and Nhu from power, and if selective suspension
of aid also failed, that the U.S. should then begin covertly planning
a coup. At that point, all aid should be suspended. If this, too,
failed to produce the necessary changes, the coup should be carried
out. “If this also failed, or only partly succeeded, there should be
plentiful excuses to bring in U.S. forces, e.g. to restore order, pro-
tect American citizens, etc. Such forces should be prepared for
attack by local GVN troops, but it is more likely that they would
simply act as power in being, making it possible for the U.S. to
have its way by seriously presenting the Ngo Dinhs with an ulti-

107Kennedy Library, NSF Country File, Vietnam, “A Policy for Vietnam.”
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matum. . . . And once U.S. forces had been introduced into Viet- ‘

Nam, it would be relatively simple—on the invitation of the new
regime—to keep them on hand to help, if needed, in final destruc-
tion of the Viet Cong.”

Subsequently, Phillips, in a memorandum that Forrestal sent
along to McGeorge Bundy with the comment, “. . . Phillips’ judg-
ments of Vietnamese reactions are as good as any we have,” took
issue with Mecklin’s suggestion for using U.S. troops. “Certainly,”
Phillips said, “no one should rule out the possibility of the ultimate
use of U.S. troops and they should be ready to protect dependents

if the going gets rough before Nhu topples but the entire policy °
should not be hinged on this contingency. The use of U.S. troops to

fight the war against the VC would, in any case, be a mistake. The
Vietnamese are willing to fight and can fight. If we help give them
a government worth fighting for, this single action will be worth
more than any number of U.S. troops.”’ 108

As the September 10 NSC meeting continued, Rusk observed that
in May and June the U.S. had estimated that the war could be won
with Diem. He suggested that events in July and August should be
analyzed “to decide whether the situation can be returned to that
which existed last May.” Harriman's rejoinder was that as far back
as May there had been warning signs that Diem was through.

McCone said that intelligence reports as recently as the middle of |

July did not bear out Harriman’s point, adding, ‘‘The current view
of the intelligence community is not as ominous as that expressed
by the civilian reporters today. The Vietnamese military officers
wfifll r:v’?rk with Nhu. Any aid cutoff would seriously affect the war
effort.

At this point the President adjourned the meeting, asking that
by the next meeting the following day (September 11) a paper be
prepared on ways of cutting U.S. funds.

At 5:45 p.m. that same day (September 10), the NSC principals
met at the State Department without the President to continue the
morning’s discussion.'®® McCone questioned whether there was an
alternative to a government headed by Diem. Hilsman then de-
scribed a . . . two-prong pressure program on Diem with the aim
of forcing him to change his present policies.” According to the offi-
cial summary of the meeting, “He acknowledged that if we started
down this path we would have to be prepared to contemplate the
use of U.S. forces on the ground in Vietnam.” General Taylor com-
mented that he was in favor of continuing to work with Diem, and
the summary states that Taylor “revealed a reluctance to contem-
plate the use of U.S. troops in combat in Vietnam. . . .”

As the meeting concluded, McGeorge Bundy asked Hilsman to
prepare two papers for the President, one on U.S. objectives, and
the other on “a program of pressures against Diem with the aim of
forcing him to meet our demands.”

The NSC group met again the next day (September 11) at 6 p.m.
without the President!1© and at 7 p.m. with the President. Earlier

108Kennedy Library, NSF Country File, Vietnam, “Comments on the Necessig for an Ad-
vance Decision to Introduce U.S. Forces in Viet-Nam,” with transmittal memo of t. 17, 1963.
109Kennedy Library, “Meeting at the State Department,” Sept. 10, 1963, NSF Presidential
Meetings File. Some comments have been deleted.
110Records of this meeting are still classified.
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that day a long cable had been received from Lodge, “Eyes Only f(l)rl'

the Secretary of State,” summarizing the situation in Vietnam.!!

It was a strong message, obviously intended to support the Harri-

man-Hilsman position, and to counteract the arggments of Krulal':,

McNamara and Taylor. Lodge said, “. . . the ship of state here is

slowly sinking. . . . if there are effective sanctions w!uch we can

apply, we should apply them in order to force a drastic change in

overnment. The only sanction which I can see is the suspension of
aid and therefore I recommend that the best brains in the govern-
ment study precise details of suspending aid so as to do ourselves

the most good and the least harm.” ,

Lodge directly questioned the reliability of Krulak’'s report,
aying among other things: )

i gI do ngot doubt the military- judgment that the war in the
countryside is going well now. But, as one who has had long
connection with the military, I do doubt the value of the an-
swers which are given by young officers to direct questions by
generals—or, for that matter, by ambassadors. The urge to give
an optimistic and favorable answer is quite unsurmountable—
and understandable. I, therefore, doubt the statement often
made that the military are not affected by developments in
Saigon and the cities generally.

In addition to recommending that a study be made of ways to
apply effective sanctions to the Diem government, Lodge said that
the U.S. should be making “renewed efforts . . . to activate by
whatever positive inducements we can offer the man who would
take over the government—Big Minh [General Duong Van Minh,
the leader of the coup group] or whoever we might suggest. We do
not want to substitute a Castro for a Batista.”

At the 7:00 p.m. meeting with the President on September 11,
Hilsman summarized the proposed pressure plan. McGeorge Bundy
observed that the difference between Hilsman’s proposal and
Lodge’s was that Lodge wanted to suspend all aid. Accgrdmg to the
official notes of the meeting, McGeorge Bundy added, “It turns out
that it is not easy to cut U.S. aid without s_toppm,g the war
effort.’112 Gilpatric agreed. Rusk said that Hilsman's proposal
“ . . did not involve really important actions, but would have an
important psychological effect. He recommended that Ambassador
Lodge be told to tell Diem to start acting like the President of Viet-
nam and get on with the war.” Rusk, McNamara, McCone, and
Secretary of the Treasury Douglas Dillon all agreed that the US.
should proceed cautiously, and should continue trying to work with
Diem.

President Kennedy asked “whether deterioration has set in and
whether the situation is serious.” McCone replied that it was not
serious, but might become serious within three months. McNamara
agreed that it was not serious, and said that “we could not esti-
mate whether the situation would become serious in three
months.”

111Kennedy Library, NSF Presidential Meetings File, Saigon to Washington 478, Sept. 11,
1968. .
sN‘ﬂl!"‘Memomndum of Conference with the President,” Sept. 11, 1963, same location.
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Kennedy also read to the group from a news report of Madame ]

Nhu's latest statement, in which she again criticized the United'{

States. He thought there should be a reply, and added, “How could!
we continue to have her making anti-American comments at the

same time she is one of the leaders of a government we are sup-
porting?”’ o

As the meeting ended, Kennedy asked Hilsman for a detailed {
plan of action on the proposed sanctions. He also wanted a draft of

new instructions for Lodge, “including in that instruction a request

that he attempt to hush up the [U.S.] press in Saigon.” Meanwhile, 1
the President said, all further decisions on aid to Vietnam should

be held up temporarily.

The following day (September 12), the NSC group met again j
(without the President) apparently for the primary purpose of |
agreeing on new instructions for Lodge.1!3 Based on the documen- ]
tation available, it would appear that the group agreed with Rusk,
McNamara, Taylor, McCone and Nolting to make one last attempt ;
to work with Diem, and approved the draft instruction to Lodge |

which had been personally drafted by Rusk for consideration at the

meeting.!14 In that draft Rusk tried to put the situation in per- }

spective, and to suggest that, given the alternatives, it was impor-

tant to make another effort to get Diem to act on the problems

facing his administration.

The draft cable began by recognizing Lodge’s difficult assign-
ment, but added that this was not the first time the U.S. had faced |
such a situation “in a country whose leadership stubbornly resists |
measures which we consider necessary to achieve desired results.” |

Rusk went on to reiterate that “Our central objective remains a

secure and independent South Viet-Nam even though, at some

future date, it may be possible to consider a free, independent and
non-communist unified country. This central objective was what |
brought us into South Viet-Nam and its achievement is the condi- }
tion for our leaving. No one would be happier than we to leave

under that circumstance.” The “outer limits” of our policy, he

added, “within which we must therefore operate unless the situa- |
tion forces us to break through those limits,” are “. . . that we do |
not get out and turn South Viet-Nam over to the Viet-Cong. . . . }
[and] that we do not use large-scale force to occupy the country and |

run it ourselves.”

Rusk said that the “key question” was what had happened to !
change the favorable developments of the first six months of 1963.
The problem, he added, appeared to be the loss of political confi- ]

dence, which he attributed primarily to “the two Nhus.”

The next step should be “to concentrate on Diem himself to

make him see that everything he has been working for for the past
ten years is threatened with collapse and failure and that bold and
far-sighted action on his part is required. . . .” What “pressures”

1131t is impossible at this time to be certain of this, however, because the records of that meet-

ing are still classified, and in the file at the Kennedy Libra: t?\ere is thi.s notation concerning a
one-page summary of the meeting: “Withdrawn because of high sensitivity and high national
security classification and placed in iatl NLK (Nat | Library Kennedy) security safe.”
This suggests that the discussion may have gone beyond the question of new instructions into
the renﬁ% of more drastic U.S. action against Nhu, and against Diem if he did not cooperate.
114Kennedy Library, NSF Presidential Meetings Fi

le.
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ghould be applied in getting Diem to act, the draft qable”stated,
would have to be determined by Lodge. “I am inclined,” Rusk
added, “to think that in the next immediate stage we should not
threaten what we will not or cannot deliver and that we are not
yet ready to cut off assistance which affects the war effort or which
would ir,lﬂict serious damage to the people as contrasted with the

ime.
l'e%‘lhe draft cable concluded with this statement: “It may be that it
will be impossible to succeed along this line but the alternatives
are so far-reaching that the present effort seems to me to be worth
the tedious and frustrating hours which will undoubtedly be re-
quired to get through to him and to get him to carry out his own
full responsibility.”

Development of a General Plan of Action to Enforce U.S. Demands

As the debate over U.S. policy continued, McCone dispatched a
special CIA officer to make an independent evaluation of the situa-
tion, who reported in mid-September that “we had hastily expend-
ed our capability to overthrow the regime, that an aid suspension
would not guarantee a constructive result, and that to prevent fur-
ther political fragmentation we should adopt a “business as usual
policy to buy time.”118 ) o

Diem was also making some moves toward easing the tension in
Saigon. On September 14, the government announced that martial
law, imposed in August, would end, and that elections for the Gen-
eral Assembly, which had been originally scheduled for August but
were postponed, would be rescheduled in September. )

Meanwhile at the State Department, Hilsman and his associates
were preparing the plan requested by the President at the Septem-
ber 11 meeting. On September 16 this was sent to the President
and members of the NSC, and on September 17 the NSC met to
consider it.116 )

This State Department plan, which became the basic action docu-
ment for U.S. policy prior to the coup on November 1, had two
parts or “tracks”’—the “Reconciliation Track,” and the ‘“Pressures
and Persuasion Track.” They were not mutually exclusive. Accord-
ing to the cover memo from Hilsman to Rusk and McNamara, the
latter track (Pressures and Persuasion Track) was “a phased pro-
gram designed to persuade the GVN to take certain actions to
ensure popular support necessary to win the war, including the re-
moval of Nhu from his position of influence,” whereas the former
(Reconciliation Track) “proceeds from the assumption that the re-
moval of Nhu is not feasible and attempts to develop a plan aimed
at rehabilitating the GVN, even though Nhu continues in power.”

Following the cover memo, there was this introductory statement
to the two plans:

The overall objective in South Vietnam is to win the war
against the Viet Cong. It is our judgment that the recent re-
pressive actions of the GVN have created disaffection which
will inevitably affect the war effort, unless that government

118pp Gravel ed., vol. II, p. 246. . . .
116There are copies of the State Department plan, which was opened in a sanitized form in
1981, in the Kennedy Library, NSF Country File, Vietnam.
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undertakes changes in both its policies and personnel that are }

effective and credible.

Withdrawal by the U.S. would be immediately disastrous to |
the war effort. On the other hand, acquiescence by the U.S. to 1
recent GVN actions would be equally disastrous, although less |
immediately so. Our policy is therefore to discriminate; in the 3
words of the President, “what helps to win the war we support. .

What interferes with the war effort we oppose.”

Our problem is to implement this policy of persuasion cou- !
pled with pressure in such a way as to avoid triggering either |
civil violence or a radical move by the government of South |
Vietnam to make a deal with the DRV and remove the U.S, ]

presence.

Following this introductory statement there was a 14-page state-
ment on the Reconciliation Track, and a three-page “Checklist of §
Actions for GVN to Ensure Popular Support,” which contained spe- |
cific steps to be taken in conjunction with the Reconciliation Track. }
These steps included most of the reforms that the Kennedy admin- J
istration had been urging Diem to adopt since the spring of 1961. {
The paper also suggested that U.S. efforts at reconciliation with f

Diem should be led by someone like Lansdale.
It was the second track, ‘“Pressures and Persuasion,” however,

that was most fully articulated, because Hilsman and his associates §
considered that track to be more effective. Included was a paper on

each of four phases of this track, together with six separate an-

nexes.!!” The first of these papers was on the concept of the second |

track “pressure plan’’:

The general concept is to use phased, multiple pressures to }
persuade Diem and Nhu (1) that the GVN should reverse its }
recent policies of repression effectively and credibly; (2) that ]
the GVN should be broadened; and (8) that the Nhu’s influence !

in the GVN should be sharply and visibly reduced.

Phase 1 concentrates on suasion by a continuation of Lodge’s ‘
conversations with Diem on the problem of U.S.-GVN relations |

in all its ramifications.

Phase 2, 3, and 4 add increasingly pressures to the continued i

conversations.

We recognize the possibility that this campaign may also
result in resumed coup plotting. We propose at phases 1 and 2
to give no encouragement to such activities, although we
remain ready to listen to serious approaches.

Although past experience does not lead us to be hopeful that
suasion alone, as in phase 1, will accomplish the desired re-
sults, it seems essential to make the attempt if only to estab-
lish a record and lay the groundwork for phase 2.

We believe that the combination of phases 1 and 2 has a
good chance of achieving our objective if skillfully and forceful-
ly implemented.

117The annexes were as follows:

(1) Evacuation as a Pressure Device, (2) Evacuation Plan, (8) DOD Checklist on Military Aid,
(4) AID checklist on Economic Aid, (5) CIA Checklist on Covert Aid, (6) Consequences for the
United States if Nhu Remains in Power. In the Kennedy Library file, annexes (5) and (6) are not
included, presumably because they are still classified.
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Phase 8 and 4 increase the pressures considerably, and they
begin to enter into a stage at which it will become increasingly
difficult to reverse ourselves. At this time, we would recom-
mend approval of phases 1 and 2, leaving our decision on 3 and
4 until a later date. At that point, it would seem advisable to
bring Ambassador Lodge back to Washington for consultation.

Phase 1 of the Pressures and Persuasion Track was quite similar
to the Reconciliation Track. It was to consist primarily of new ef-
forts by Lodge to persuade Diem to make the reforms that the U.S.
considered essential.!1® To help Lodge do so, there would be a new
letter from Kennedy to Diem restating the U.S. position. (A copy of
the suggested letter was included in the plan package.) - .

In phase 2 of this track the U.S. would selectively suspend aid to
Vietnam, particularly to those projects and activities most closely
controlled by Nhu, as well as general support funds in the commod-
ity import program. The U.S. would also announce the qvacu’:,atlon
of all American dependents from Vietnam. “These actions,” the
paper said, “have been so calculated as to bear minimal effect on
the war effort and the conduct of counterinsurgency operations in
VN. We are trying now and we will continue to try to avoid harm-
ing the little people in the villages and all those elements in VN
which are continuing the fight against the VC.” )

In addition to these actions, of which Diem would be notified,
certain additional actions would be taken without disclosure to
Diem. “However, the fact that we are taking them will become ap-
parent.” These were “(A) Acquisition of substantial cash resources
in piastres; (B) A series of covert actions;“"'(C) At Lpdge s discre-
tion, the [CIA] Chief of Station might talk directly with Ngo Dinh
Nhu to persuade him to depart.”

The explanation of phases 3 and 4 of the Pressures and Persua-
sion Track is still so sensitive that the entire introductory, explana-
tory statement for each phase was deleted when documents on the
plan were opened in 1981. From the general description given earli-
er, however, and from the pages of that section of the report which
have been opened, it is possible to ascertain that phase 3 was to be
the first of the two-stage direct involvement of the United States in
precipitating a coup against Diem, and that the principal public ac-
tions contemplated in phase 3 were the complete suspension of fi-
nancial support under the commodity import program and the ag-
ricultural commodities!2° program, from which the Government of
Vietnam derived half of its revenue. 3

If phase 3 failed to produce the necessary reforms or “change of
personnel,” to use Kennedy’s earlier phrase, phase 4 would begin
with a private or public announcement that the U.S. was dissociat-
ing itself from the Diem regime. “Such an announcement would
reassert U.S. desires to continue support of the Vietnamese people
in their fight for freedom, and to indicate U.S. willingness to sup-
port an alternative regime—either in Saigon or elsewhere in Viet-
Nam. Actions accompanying this announcement include: immedi-

118For a listing of these reforms see below. . L .

119Here the document refers to annex 5, “CIA checklist on Covert Aid,” which is not included
in the file and is still classified.

120The “P.L. [Public Law] 480 Program.”
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ate, preplanned evacuation of all nonessential U.S. personnel, turn-
around of all shipping, and preparations to supply up-country mili-
tary forces and strategic hamlets by direct pipeline. These actions
now require the overthrow of the Diem regime by coup, or the es-
tablishment of a competing government outside of Saigon (and the
attendant civil war chaos).”

This was the conclusion of the paper on phase 4:

If the U.S. correctly has estimated civil and military readi-
ness to overthrow Diem, an alternate government should
emerge with sufficient popular support to carry on the fight
against the Viet Cong while coping with Diem, if he remains in
the Saigon area. If the U.S. has not correctly assessed the read-
iness of the military to desert Diem and he, in fact, retains
control of most major forces, the U.S. would face the final deci-
sion of U.S. military intervention or complete withdrawal from
Viet-Nam. In this situation, U.S. military intervention to fight
a former ally could serve no useful purpose, since there would
not exist a sufficient popular base of support for U.S. objec-
tives. Inherent in all Phase 4 activities is the element of ex-
treme danger to U.S. essential personnel remaining in Viet-
Nam. Casualties should be expected, particularly in the event
that there is no popular abandonment of Diem.

On September 16, Hilsman sent Rusk the two draft cables to
Lodge, one on each of the proposed two tracks, saying:12?

... My own judgment is that the ‘Reconciliation Track”
will not work. I think Nhu has already decided on an adven-
ture. I think he feels that the progress already made in the
war and the U.S. materiel on hand gives him freedom to
launch on a course that has a minimum and a maximum goal.
The minimum goal would be sharply to reduce the American
presence in those key positions which have political signifi-
cance in the provinces and the strategic hamlet program and
to avoid any meaningful concessions that would go against his
Mandarin, “‘personalist” vision of the future of Viet-Nam. The
maximum goal, I would think, would be a deal with North
Vietnam for a truce in the war, a complete removal of the U.S.

resence, and a ‘“neutralist” or ‘“Titoist” but still separate
uth Viet-Nam.

On September 17, the President met with his NSC advisers to
discuss the State Department’s plan. The mood was one of determi-
nation. In addition to Kennedy’s own public pronouncements on
the need to defend Vietnam, Senator Fulbright had stated on Se
tember 15 on the CBS program “Face the Nation” that “A with-
drawal of our forces at this time would . . . be unacceptable.’”122

It was also obvious, however, that the situation in Vietnam had
improved very little, and that the U.S. was faced with having to
take additional steps to enforce its demands. But while there was
general agreement that the pressure plan was a good working con-
cept, the division within the NSC was as deep as ever, and the
appeal for more information on the situation struck a responsive
chord with most members of the Council. Thus, after tentatively

121Kennedy Library, NSF Countgg File, Vietnam.
122 New York Times, Sept. 16, 1963.
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accepting the pressure plan at the September 17 meeting, the

Presli)dengt approlzred another fact-finding mission by McNamara and

Taylor, and postponed final action on the plan pending their

eport.

' Iz)&ofter the meeting, the White House cabled Lodge that the pres-

sure plan had been tentatively approved, and reqqested his com-

ments.123 “We see no good opportunity for action to remove
present government in immediate future; therefore, as your most
recent messages suggest, we must for the present'apply such pres-
sures as are available to secure whatever modest improvements on
the scene may be possible. We think it likely that such improve-

ments can make a difference, at least in the short run. Such a

course, moreover, is consistent with more drastic effort as and

when means become available, and we will be in touch on other

channels on this problem.” ) )
The cable authorized Lodge to suspend U.S. aid on a selective

basis when desirable. He was also urged to resume discussions with

Diem: “We ourselves can see much virtue in effort to reason even

with an unreasonable man when he is on a collision course.”

The cable also listed the conditions which Lodge should continue
insist upon:

o A. (gi)ear the air—Diem should get everyone back to work
and get them to focus on winning the war. He should be broad-
minded and compassionate in his attitude toward those who
have, for understandable reasons, found it d1fficpl_t under
recent circumstances fully to support him. A real spirit of rec-
onciliation could work wonders on the people he leads; a puni-
tive, harsh or autocratic attitude could only lead to further re-
sistance.

B. Buddhists and students—Let them out and leave them un-
molested. This more than anything else would demonstrate the
return of a better day and the refocusing on the main job at
hand, the war. .

C. Press—The press should be allowed full latitude of expres-
sion. Diem will be criticized, but leniency and cooperation with
the domestic and foreign press at this time would bring praise
for his leadership in due course. While tendentious reporting 18
irritating, suppression of news leads to much more serious
trouble. .

D. Secret and combat police—Confine its role to operations
against the VC and abandon operations against non-Commu-
nist opposition groups thereby indicating clearly that a period
of reconciliation and political stability has returned.

E. Cabinet changes to inject new untainted blood, remove
targets of popular discontent.

F. Elections—These should be held, should be free, and
should be widely observed.

G. Assembly—Assembly should be convoked soon after the
elections. The government should submit its policies to it and
should receive its confidence. An assembly resolution would be
most useful for external image purposes.

123White House to Lodge, Sept. 17, 1963, in PP, Gravel ed., vol. II, pp. 743-745.
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H. Party—Can Lao party [led by Nhu] should not be covert
or semi-covert but a broad association of supporters engaged in
a common, winning cause. This could perhaps be best accom-
plished by [words missing] starting afresh. . . .

J. Rehabilitation by ARVN [Vietnamese Army] of pagodas.

K. Establishment of Ministry of Religious Affairs.

L. Liberation of passport issuances and currency restrictions
enabling all to leave who wish to.

M. Acceptance of Buddhist Inquiry Mission from World Fed-
eration to report true facts of situation to world.

“Specific ‘reforms,’” the cable added, “are apt to have little
impact without dramatic, symbolic move which convinces Vietnam-
ese that reforms are real. As practical matter we share your view
that this can best be achieved by some visible reduction in influ-
ence of Nhus, who are symbol to disaffected of all that they dislike
in GVN. This we think would require Nhus departure from Saigon
and preferably Vietnam at least for extended vacation. We recog-
nize the strong possibility that these and other pressures may not
produce this result, but we are convinced that it is necessary to
tl’y."

Lodge replied on September 19 that he agreed there was ‘“no
good opportunity for action to remove present government in im-
mediate future . . . and that we should, therefore, do whatever we
can as an interim measure pending such an eventuality.”124 He
said that the list of reforms in Washington’s cable had already
been discussed with Diem and Nhu. “They think that most of them
would either involve destroying the political structure on which
they rest or loss of face or both. We, therefore, could not realistical-
ly hope for more than lip service. Frankly, I see no opportunity at
all for substantive changes.” Lodge also said that he doubted
whether this kind of a “public relations package” would be effec-
tive, given the situation. He said he had talked the day before with
General Minh, who said that the Communists were gaining ground
and the Diem government was more corrupt and repressive than
ever. He had also talked to Thuan, who said he wanted to leave the
country.

With respect to using selective suspension of U.S. aid as a sanc-
tion, but without causing an economic collapse or impeding the
war, Lodge said that this also was being studied by the U.S. mis-
sion, but without success. “If a way to do this were to be found,” he
added, “it would be one of the greatest discoveries since the enact-
ment of the Marshall Plan in 1947 because, so far as I know, the
U.S. had never yet been able to control any of the very unsatisfac-
tory governments through which we have had to work in our many
very successful attempts to make these countries strong enough to

stand alone. . . . to threaten them with suppression of aid might
well defeat our purposes and might make a bad situation very
much worse.”

Lodge said that whatever sanctions were used, they should be
“directly tied to a promising coup d’etat and should not be applied
without such a coup being in prospect.”

1248aigon to Washington, Sept. 19, 1968, in ibid., pp. 746-748.
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i the “dramatic symbolic moves” suggested by
Wxﬁllrllgig;?eclfodtge said he had talked to ?‘Ihu the night before
about the matter, and that Diem and th . .'have sc}?nt ﬁom-

rehension of what it is to appeal to public opinion as they have
really no interest in any other opinions tha’n their own. I hgvﬁ re-
eatedly brought up the question of Nhu's 'departure aiu; av_?:
gtressed that if he would just stay away until after Chris ll:la'%h i
might help get the [foreign aid] Appropriation Bill througd. is
seems like a small thing to us but to them it seems trerr_lfg;r;1 ous as
they are quite sure that the Army would take over if he even
country.” o

St?ﬁpggnz‘lltfs?gr?iodge to){d Washington that he had no objection to
seeing Diem, but that he would ‘“rather let him sweat fc!){ af
while. . . . I would much prefer to wait until I find some gatho
the AID program to hold up in w_hxc,},l he is interested an en
have him ask me to come and see him.

The McNamara-Taylor Mission

mber 23, Kennedy met with McNamara and Taylor just

be%?esf}?g left.125 Among other things, he urged then to 1mgres:
upon Diem the need for reform “as a pragmatic necessity f:nto not
as a moral judgment.” He said he did ngt think the threa c:u
off aid would be effective, and that, “Since in fact only sm i
changes were likely to be made in the immediate future,,, %evzou
be better to let such adjustments speak for tbemselvss. o ause
Diem undoubtedly knew of U.S. involvement with the “opposi 1on,.-
he said it would be best for McNamara and Taylor to stress %051f
tive accomplishments, especially since 1961, and the strength o

S. rt for Vietnam. B )
v '%a;lllcﬁ'p:uggested that it would be useful to work out “. . i {ti,o time
schedule within which we expect to get this job done an - saﬁ
plainly to Diem that we were not going to be able to itatyth yonr
such and such a time with such and such forces, and tha ; wat
must be won in this time period.” (The notes of the meeting do no
indicate whether the President responded to this sqggestlonv)v "

When McNamara and Taylor (others on the trip were w}u}am
Bundy, William Sullivan from the S.tat,e Department, anéi4 I1‘0(11am
Colby from the CIA) arrived in Saigon on September b I ge,
who was fully aware of the politics of the situation, began lo dygllg
hard for his position. According to Halberstam, who \n{ltm}e{s_se e
incident, Lodge, who had invited McNamara to stay v’v1th ﬁ}m, r}?ed
McNamara at the airport, where two of the Embassy’s stal dex{)se tﬁ
been assigned to block General Harkins so that Lodge wou & e
first to greet McNamara, . . . leaving an angry Harkins plllst ing
at the human barrier, shoultziglg, ‘Please, gentlemen, please let me

to the Secretary.’” ) ) L

therf}tlgrl'1 spending aboutja,a week surveying the situation in Vletn:n{:i,
McNamara and Taylor met privately with Diem. McNamél“)a 0
him that he thought the war was going well, and that the lrlnmu-
nist threat could be satisfactorily met by the end of 1965 if the po-

128K ennedy Library, NSF Country File, Vietnam, “Memorandum for the Record, Meeting on
McNamara/Taylor I\?'ission to South Vietnam,” Sept. 23, 1963.
136 The Best and the Brightest, p. 288.
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litical situation were stabilized and reforms were carried out by the
Diem government. Taylor said he agreed.’2?” McNamara added that
such improvements were also required for continued support from
Congress and the American public. According to the official sum-
mary of the meeting, Diem spoke at length, especially about the
strategic hamlets, but did not seem at all responsive to the points
made by McNamara and Taylor. “His manner was one of at least
outward serenity and of a man who had patiently explained a great
deal and who hoped he had thus corrected a number of misappre-
hensions.” 128

Upon their return to Washington on October 2, McNamara and
Taylor immediately submitted their written report to the Presi-
dent, as well as reporting orally to the President that morning and
to the President and the NSC that afternoon.!2® Their first conclu-
sion was that “The military campaign has made great progress and
continues to progress.” They said that the timetable for final victo-
ry, (“If, by victory, we mean the reduction of the insurgency to
something little more than sporadic banditry in outlying districts”),
provided there was adequate political stability, was to win by the
end qf 1964 in all but the IV Corps (the delta), and sometime in
1965 in the IV Corps. But they also concluded that the political sit-
uation continued to be ‘“deeply serious,” and could affect the con-
duct of the war. U.S. pressure on Diem was required to produce
change, but might make him even more uncooperative. A coup was
not likely at that time, “although assassination of Diem or Nhu is
alw%{s a possibility.”

“The prospects that a replacement regime would be an improve-
ment appear to be about 50-50,” the report stated, adding that a
new regime would probably be headed by a military officer, who
would need to maintain order, and that “Such an authoritarian
military regime, perhaps after an initial period of euphoria at the
departure of Diem/Nhu, would be apt to entail a resumption of the
repression at least of Diem, the corruption of the Vietnamese Es-
tablishment before Diem, and an emphasis on conventional mili-
tary rather than social, economic and political considerations, with
at least an equivalent degree of xenophobic nationalism.”

Qf the thre_e alternatives—reconciliation, selective pressure, or
active promotion of a coup, McNamara and Taylor said that the
first would be ineffective and the third unwise. They favored the
second, and recommended that the U.S. should continue to apply
such selective pressures, primarily through withholding of aid
funds, but that nothing should be done which would impede the
war effqrt.n “We should work with the Diem government but not
sqppo‘l"t it.” Although the U.S. should continue to develop relations
with “an alternate leadership if and when it appears,” it should
not actively promote a coup at that time. “. . . whether or not it
proves to be wise to promote a coup at a later time, we must be
ready for the possibility of a spontaneous coup, and this too re-
quires clandestine contacts on an intensive basis.”

127See Swords and Plowshares, pp. 298-299.
:::gf;’, (i‘gar\&el ed., v'i)‘l. IlI, p. 751. he Presid b
e McNamara-Taylor report to the ident is in ibid., pp. 761-766. F:
report see Swords and Plowshares, pp. 208-299, and The Best anlc)r the Brighte::, %%TEIS?Z%G?“ the
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On the military side, they recommended an increase in combat
operations, but with emphasis on “clear and hold” rather than
“terrain sweeps which have little permanent value.” Strategic
hamlets should be strengthened, and more hamlet militia armed.
More Vietnamese should be trained to replace U.S. forces by the
end of 1965. )

They also recommended announcement of the plan to withdraw
1,000 U.S. troops by the end of 1963: “This action should be ex-
plained in low key as an initial step in a long-term program to re-

lace U.S. personnel with trained Vietnamese without impairment
of the war effort.”

At the conclusion of the second meeting on October 2, Kennedy,
as recommended by McNamara and Taylor in their report, issued
the following press statement:!3°

1. The security of South Viet-Nam is a major interest of the
United States as of other free nations. We will adhere to our
policy of working with the people and Government of South
Viet-Nam to deny this country to communism and to suppress
the externally stimulated and supported insurgency of the Viet
Cong as promptly as possible. Effective performance in this un-
dertaking is the central objective of our policy in South Viet-
Nam.

2. The military program in South Vietnam has made
progress and is sound in principle, though improvements are
being energetically sought.

3. Major U.S. assistance in support of this military effort is
needed only until the insurgency has been suppressed or until
the national security forces of the Government of South Viet-
Nam are capable of suppressing it. )

Secretary McNamara and General Taylor reported their
judgement that the major part of the U.S. military task can be
completed by the end of 1965, although there may be a con-
tinuing requirement for a limited number of U.S. training per-
sonnel. They reported that by the end of this year, the U.S.
program for training Vietnamese should have progx:essed to
the point where 1,000 U.S. military personnel assigned to
South Viet-Nam can be withdrawn. )

4. The political situation in South Viet-Nam remains deeply
serious. The United States has made clear its continuing oppo-
sition to any repressive actions in South Viet-Nam. While such
actions have not yet significantly affected the military effort,
they could do so in the future.

5. It remains the policy of the United States, in South Viet-
Nam as in other parts of the world, to support the efforts of
the people of that country to defeat aggression and to build a
peaceful and free society.

130pyblic Papers of the Presidents, John F. Kenned’ly. 1963;1‘%p. 759-760. Several changes were
made in the wording suggested by McNamara and Taylor. e{’ recommended that the state-
ment read: “The security of South Vietnam remains vital to the nited States security.” As can
be noted, the word “vital” was changed to “major interest.” At Taylor’s suggestion, (see Swords
and Plowshares, pp. 296-297), the report also recommended that the press statement contain this
sentence: “We believe the U.S. part of the task can be completed by the end of 1965, the termi-
nal date which we are taking as the time objective of our counterinsurgency programs.” This,
too, was revised, as can be seen.
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The wisdom of announcing the withdrawal of 1,000 U.S. troops,
(which, it will be recalled, had been the objective of U.S. military
planning since July of 1962) had been strenuously debated within
the McNamara-Taylor mission, as well as among other top Presi-
dential advisers. Vgilliam Sullivan argued that it would be a mis-
take to include the statement:131

. . . we were each drafting a separate chapter of this report
and then exchanging the chapters around. When I got Max’s
[Maxwell Taylor] chapter—we all had offices in the old MACV
[U.S. Military Assistance Command, Vietnam] out there—I
went to Bob%cNamara and I said, “I just can’t buy this. This
is totally unrealistic. We're not going to get troops out in ’65.
We mustn’t submit anything phony as this to the president.”
And Bob agreed and he went in and talked to Max, and Max
agreed to scrub it. Then on the plane on the way we talked
about it a bit. Max said, “Well, goddammit, we’ve got to make
these people put their noses to the wheel—or the grindstone or
whatever. If we don’t give them some indication that we're
going to get out sometime, they’re just going to be leaning on
us forever. So that’s why I had it in there.” I said, “Well, I can
understand that. But if this becomes a matter of public record,
it would be considered a phony and a fraud and an effort to
mollify the American public and just not be considered
honest.”

The decision to announce the withdrawal of 1,000 troops was
made by Kennedy in a meeting with Rusk, McNamara and Taylor.
Both Bundys questioned whether the announcement should be
made, but when pressed by Chester L. Cooper, a member of the
NSC staff, and others after the meeting, they said they were
‘“under orders.”132 Sullivan called McNamara to ask “. . . why in
hell is it back in public print again,” and McNamara’s reply, Sulli-
van said later, was “not all that convincing at the time.”’133

William Bundy has since commented that in retrospect there
was a “clear internal inconsistency” in the report, namely, the
finding on the one hand that political reforms were unlikely to
occur, and the conclusion on the other that withdrawal could
begin. He attributes this to the pressures of time and the effects of
exhaustion, but says, “The words of the release on the military sit-
uation were extraordinarily unwise and extraordinarily haunting
for the future.”134

With respect to the results of the McNamara-Taylor trip, Bundy
makes this informative observation:135

In essence, McNamara, with the strong support of civilian
members of his team, came to accept the judgment that had
already been reached by Lodge, [William] Trueheart [Deputy
Chief of Mission], and most (but not all) of the Embassy staff.
This was that an unchanged Diem regime stood only a small
chance of holding South Vietnam together and carrying the
conflict with the Viet Cong and Hanoi to a successful conclu-

13!Kennedy Library, Second Oral History Interview with William Sullivan.
132Chester L. Cooper, The Lost Crusade (New York: Dodd, Mead, 1970), p. 216.
133Kennedy Library, Second Oral History Interview with William Sullivan.
134Bundy MS,, ch. 9, g 26.

1357bid., ch. 9, pp. 19-20.
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sion. What Diem and Nhu were doing was not merely repug-
nant, but seemed calculated to end in chaos.

Hence the McNamara group arrived at a series of concrete
recommendations designed to dissociate the U.S. from Diem
and to put substantial pressure on him. )

After the meetings on October 2, Kennedy’'s top NSC advisers
met without the President on October 3 and 4 to discuss the imple-
mentation of the McNamara-Taylor report. In the meeting on Octo-
ber 3, McNamara stated that “. . . we cannot stay in the middle
much longer,” and that the program proposed in the report “will
push us toward a reconciliation with Diem or toward a coup to
overthrow Diem.” 3¢ Ball said, “. . . if we go down this road it will
become known that we are using our aid as pressure on Diem.
What position will we be in if we cut off aid, Diem does not do
what we want him to do, and then we face a decision to resume aid
because, if we do not, the effort against the Viet Cong will cease?”’
McNamara replied that he thought Diem would respond “by
moving part way toward a position which will improve the political
situation in Vietnam and therefore improve the military effort.”

The group agreed that David Bell, administrator of the foreign
aid program (AID), should tell Congress, which was then consider-
ing the 1963 aid bill, “that we are not suspending aid but were put-
ting Diem on a shorter lease, which would mean th_at we hgve
greater flexibility to deal with the developing situation in Viet-
nam.”

At its meeting on October 4, the NSC group considered a draft of
proposed action on the Taylor report prior to presenting the pro-
posal to the President at a meeting the following day (October
5).137 The draft report stated, “The recommended actions are de-
signed to indicate to the Diem Government our displeasure at its
political policies and activities and to create significant uncertainty
in that government and in key Vietnamese groups as to the future
intentions of the United States. At the same time, the actions are
designed to have at most slight impact on the military or counter-
insurgency effort against the Viet Cong, at least in the short
term.” “The test of the adequacy of these actions,”’ the report
added, ‘“should be whether, in combination, they improve the effep-
tiveness of the GVN effort to the point where we can carry on in
confident expectation that the war effort will progress sgtlsfactorl-
ly.” There followed a list of specific action recommendations @aken
from the McNamara-Taylor report. These included the continued
suspension of various aid programs, including the critically impor-
tant commodity import program, as well as suspension of the ex-
tremely sensitive and important support for the Vietnamese Spe-
cial Forces commanded by Colonel Le Quang Tung, and under the
direct control of Nhu. These actions would not be announced, and
any inquiries concerning them should be answered, the report said,
“by the statement that affected programs have been suspended for
technical review. . . .”

3 13¢Kennedy Library, NSF Presidential Meetings File, ‘‘Meeting in the Situation Room,” Oct.
1968

' ""K.ennedy Library, POF Country File, Vietnam Security, 1963. The file copy of the “Report
to the Executive Committee,” Oct. 4, 1968, does not indicate its source or drafters.
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The second part of the report dealt with additional actions that
Lodge could take at his discretion as part of his negotiations with
Diem. “Lodge’s policy toward the GVN and particularly Diem,” the
report said, “has been one of cool correctness, keeping his distance,
in order to make Diem come to him. This policy is correct, and
Lodge should continue it. However, it must be realized that it may
not work and that at some later time Lodge may have to go to
Diem to ensure the latter understands U.Sg. policy.” There were
two issues involved: “The first is a crisis of confidence in the Amer-
ican Government and public. The second is a crisis of confidence
among the Vietnamese people, which is eroding the popular sup-
port for the GVN that is vital to victory. Both of these crises of
confidence are caused It-)ly the form of government that has been
evolving in Viet-Nam. His regime has the trappings of democracy
but in reality it has been evolving into an authoritarian govern-
ment maintained by police terrorist methods. What the GVN must
do is to reverse this process of evolution.” There followed a listing
of the various actions, pursuant to the McNamara-Taylor report,
which Lodge could take in seeking to accomplish this result.

On October 5, 1963, the President met with his NSC advisers to
consider the action report, as revised by the group on October 4.
The meeting was so sensitive and important that it included only
Rusk, McNamara, Harriman, Taylor, McCone, Bell, McGeorge
Bundy, Forrestal, and Vice President Johnson (who had not partici-
pated in previous meetggs on the pressure plan).138 The report
was approved as submitted. The President said that there would be
no public statement concerning this action, and that in testifying
before executive sessions of congressional committees the following
week, Rusk and McNamara “should confine themselves to saying
that U.S. programs were under continuing review in light of the
President’s previously announced policy that we supported those
things which furthered the war effort and would not support those
things which do not.”13% He also said that no formal announce-
ment should be made of implementation of the decision to with-
draw 1,000 troops, nor should the matter be raised formally with
Diem. “Instead the action should be carried out routinely as part of
og;d ge%ngral posture of withdrawing people when they are no longer
n .

_On 1(4)(§:tober 11, NSAM 263 promulgated the President’s deci-
sions.

After the October 5 meeting, McGeorge Bundy sent the following
cable to Lodge:141

. . . the President asked me to send you this personal mes-
sage from him.

He thinks it of the greatest importance that, to the very
limit of our abilities, we should not open this next stage in the
press. The decisions and instructions in following telegram are
being held most tightly here, and we are making every possible
effort to limit public knowledge and to let the Vietnamese Gov-

l‘“(_)S;e Kell;’légdy Library, NSF Presidential Meetings File, ‘“‘Report of National Security Coun-
cil,” . 5, X

139“Ppegidential Conference on South Vietnam,” Oct. 7, 1963, same location.

140pp, Gravel ed., vol. II,Fp . 769-770.

141Kennedy Library, NS untry File, Vietnam.
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ernment itself learn from what we do and not what the papers
say, so that your negotiations with Diem may run on your
terms. Nothing could be more dangerous than an impression
now that a set of major actions is being kicked off and a set of
requirements imposed on GVN by U.S. This is of particular im-
portance since some officals and reporters honorably believe in
just such a public posture of disapproval and pressure. Presi-
dent therefore believes you should personally control knowl-
edge of individual actions and tactics, and accept, as we will
try to, necessary dissatisfaction of determined reporters with
cryptic posture. ) )

In a cable to the AID mission director in Saigon informing him
of the new pressure plan, AID Director Bell said that Washington
officials . . . believe it of great importance that there should be
no public impression of a package of sanctions and a package of de-
mands. We are seeking necessary but limited improvements from a
government very difficult to move, and we do not wish to encour-
age unjustified sense of optimism or of triumph from those who
wish this situation was easier than it is. In particular, we would
prefer press to consider us inactive than to trumpet a posture of
‘major sanctions’ and ‘sweeping demands.’” He told the foreign aid
mission that it should take this same line in briefing a delegation
from the House Foreign Affairs Committee led by Representative
Zablocki, which was on its way to Vietnam. He also told the mis-
sion not to reveal the contents of his cable to the Zablocki
group.142 .

When Kennedy made the decision on October 5, 1963, to reject
“reconciliation,” and to apply most of the pressures under the cate-
gory of phase 2 of the pressure track, he was fully aware not only
that these actions were calculated to induce a coup, but that they
were the precise signals of U.S. support for a coup that the opposi-
tion generals had said they needed to have before proceeding. Ken-
nedy doubtless hoped that Diem and Nhu would respond to the
pressures, and that a coup could be avoided, but he also }mew .that
there was a very slim chance that this would happen. His advisers
had told him that it appeared unlikely that Diem would banish
Nhu, and there was little likelihood, therefore, that U.S. demands
would be met. )

Thus, October 5, 1963, was the day the President of the United
States decided to move against President Ngo Dinh Diem, knowing
that the result probably would be the overthrow of the Vietnamese
President. He did so reluctantly, having in mind, no doubt, that h_18
own support may have been instrumental in helping Diem to gain
and hold office. By the same token, he probably felt betrayed by
what he considered Diem’s failure to continue to provide political
leadership, as well as his failure to carry out the promises he had
made to the United States.

Meanwhile, coup planning was underway again in Vietnam even
before news of the new U.S. commitment to support a coup had
been communicated to the Vietnamese generals. On October 2,
Lucien Conein met accidently with General Don, who said that he

142Rell to Brent, Oct. 5, 1968, same location.
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had been trying for some time to establish contact
meeting later that day, Don told Conein that the geng-fal: n}f:(};e;
specific plan, and that General Minh wanted to meet with Conein
on Oct,ober 5. Conein did so with Lodge’s (and presumably Wash-
ington’s) approval, even before Lodge had been told about the
Premden@ 8 final decision at the October 5 NSC meeting. 143
At their October 5 meeting, Minh told Conein that the generals
needed to know as soon as possible the position of the U.S. Govern-
ment with respect to a coup. He said he did not need specific Amer-
1<}:1an assistance, but he did need assurances that the U.S. would not
thwart the plan. He told Conein that there were three ways to ac-
complish the coup. The first and “easiest” was to assassinate Nhu
and his brother Ngo Dinh Can, and to keep Diem in office as a fig-
urehead. Thg other two involved military action by the Army
aDgiamst (Siplt\azcxal Forces stationed in Saigon which were loyal to
mi?;& .an hu. Conein, acting under specific orders, was noncom-
After Conein’s conversation with Minh the CIA team i i
" i
recommended to Lpdge_ that “we do not set ourselves inrév%i:izlag!)(i;
against the assassination plot, since the other two alternatives
'xlr‘xfp.n either a blood bath in Saigon or a protracted struggle.”144
18 suggestion was rebuffed by CIA Director McCone, who cabled
(tihe‘ CIA station in Saigon that it should withdraw the recommen-
ation it had made to Lodge, “as we cannot be in position actively
condoning such course of action and thereby engaging our responsi-
bility therefore.”145 But McCone also told the station not to
vent the use of assassination:146 pre
[Wle certainly cannot be in the position of stimulati
proving, or supporting assassination, but on the otherahalrllgd’ tvivl:
are in no way responsible for stopping every such threat of
which we might receive even partial knowledge. We certainly
would not favor assassination of Diem. We believe engaging
ourselves by taking position on thig matter opens door too
easily for probes of our position re others, re support of regime
?; cetera. Consequently' believe best approach is hands off
plg:lvever, we naturally interested in intelligence on any such
Lodge immediately cabled Washin. n on
Conein'’s conyersation,. and to ask forggtuoidancegit:’oll){eg ric?mrmegzg
gd;l dt};a}alt; Socr;em. tel}‘f Minh that the U.S. would not thwart the coup,
o at Oc lrll.eln ofier to review coup plans other than removal by
eanwhile, before receiving Lodge’s cable, Washin.
‘I;,odge P? cable on this subject after the October 5 NS%tO nllleclaltai;ilgs:(13141lE
shodl d resident today approved recommendation that no initiative
she ﬂow be taken to give any covert encouragement to a coup.
ere should, however, be urgent covert effort with closest security

1439[firat word . .
tot;ggg&?tisi:%d (;u:v: deleted] Contacts with Vietnamese Generals, 23 August through 23 Oc-
na rt inati
0P e on Assassination Plots, p. 220,
148 Ib“i
147PP, Gravel ed., vol. I, pp. 767-768.
Ibid., p. 766. pp 6
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under broad guidance of Ambassador to identify and build contacts
with possible alternative leadership as and when it appears. Essen-
tial that this effort be totally secure and fully deniable. . . .”

On October 6, Washington replied to Lodge’s cable of October
5:149
While we do not wish to stimulate coup, we also do not wish

to leave impression that U.S. would thwart a change of govern-
ment or deny economic and military assistance to a new
regime if it appeared capable of increasing effectiveness of
military effort, ensuring popular support to win war and im-
proving working relations with U.S. We would like to be in-
formed on what is being contemplated but we should avoid
being drawn into reviewing or advising on operational plans or
any other act which might tend to identify U.S. too closely
with change in government. We would, however, welcome in-
formation which would help us assess character of any alterna-
tive leadership.

On October 10, Conein accordingly assured Minh that the U.S.
would not thwart the coup, would continue giving aid to Vietnam
after the coup, and would be interested in further information on
the plan. For the next three weeks, as plans for the coup pro-
gressed, the U.S. Government was kept fully informed through
Conein’s contact with the generals. There were literally hundreds
of cables back and forth from Saigon to Washington on these devel-
opments, but this subject is so sensitive that almost all of these are
still highly classified, and may remain classified indefinitely.

Congress Acquiesces in the Pressures on Diem

During October, as the pressures were being applied to Diem,
Congress continued to approve of or acquiesce in the administra-
tion’s handling of the situation. In part this can be attributed to a
lack of information. Although a few Members may have been told
privately what was happening, most Members were not informed.
Testimony even in closed sessions of committees followed the Presi-
dent’s instructions that Congress should be told only that the U.S.
was supporting those things that would help the war, and was not
supporting those things that would not.

One exception to this general pattern of approval or acquiescence
was the position taken by freshman Senator George McGovern (D/
S. Dak.), who on September 26, 1963, argued that the U.S. should
withdraw both its forces and its aid from Vietnam. He, too, was
highly critical of Diem.15°

Morse also continued to criticize Diem and the role of the U.S. in
keeping him in power, and to assert that “. . . South Vietnam is
not worth the life of a single American boy.”15!

It is important to recognize that another reason for Congress’ ac-
quiescence, which may also help to account for the noticeable
sparseness of congressional comment on Vietnam during the
summer and fall of 1963, as well as after the coup, may have been
that key Members of Congress, especially on the Foreign Relations

1497bid., p. 769.
150CR, vol. 109, E 18205.
1511bid., pp. 16744-15745, 16488.
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Committee, were either co-opted by the administration, or were
privy to sensitive information that they refrained from discussing
or acting upon. For example, in conjunction with executive sessions
of the Foreign Relations Committee in early October at which U.S.
activities and policy in Vietnam were discussed, President Kennedy
held at least two private meetings with key members of the com-
mittee—Fulbright, Mansfield, Hickenlooper and Aiken on October
8, and Fulbright, Church, and Symington on October 10. There is
apparently no record of these talks, but the composition of the
group, especially for the October 10 meeting, suggests that Viet-
nam may have been discussed, in addition to discussion of the for-
eign aid bill itself. (The administration was concerned about House
cuts in aid funds, which it was seeking to reverse in the Senate.)

There were probably other discussions during this pre-coup
period between Rusk and McNamara and the leaders of the com-
mittees to which they reported.

The closest thing to a real examination of current U.S. plans and
goals in Vietnam by Congress came in executive sessions of the
Senate Foreign Relations Committee on October 8, 9, and 10.152 On
October 8, McNamara and Taylor reported to the committee on
their trip.153 Taylor said that the war was “going well,” and that
victory—which he defined as the point where the insurgency in
South Vietnam was under such control that it could be handled by
the “normal security forces”—could be attained by the end of 1965.
Although Diem was unpopular, he said, this was not seriously af-
fecting the war effort.

Senator Church asked about U.S. “leverage” on Diem, adding
“. . . it seems to me that we are in a position to go further with-
holding certain kinds of aid, or taking action that can help to force
changes in Government policy.” ‘“Yes,” McNamara said, ‘it is
within our capacity to exert pressures, but it’s not within our ca-
pacity to assure action in accordance with our recommendations.
This is an independent government and I think it is quite inappro-
priate for us to think of it as a colony or to expect it to act as a
colony.” The U.S., he said, was withholding support from Colonel
Tung'’s special forces, and was reviewing other aid commitments in
an effort to support those activities that furthered the war effort.
Consistent with the President’s orders, however, he did not com-
ment further on the specific actions being undertaken, and at no
point did he or Taylor indicate that the President had approved a
general plan of action to bring pressure on Diem.

Taylor observed that no one had suggested an alternative to
Diem. Moreover, he said, “We need a strong man running this
country [South Vietnam], we need a dictator in time of war and we
have got one.” Referring to the U.S. Civil War, where “we also had
dictatorial government,” he added, “This country is in the heart of
a civil war and I think to try to apply what we might call normal
democratic standards to this government simply is not realistic.”

182McNamara and Ta:;ylor also testified in an executive session of the House Foreign Affairs
Committee on Oct. 8, 1968,

183U.8. Congress, Senate, Committee on Foreign Relations, unpublished executive session
transcript, Oct. 8, 1963.
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tober 9 the Foreign Relations Committee met again in ex-
ecu.(l)tlilvgcs:ssion with Ruskgnas the witness.’5* The subject was t}ﬁe
foreign aid bill, then in its final stages. Church again raised the
question of using U.S. aid as leverage. Rusk replied that this wai
being done, and mentioned specifically the suspension of paymen
to Colonel Tung’s Special Forces. He, too, did not reveal to the com-
mittee any additional details on the pressure plan, however, or
even the existence of such a general plan of action. P

On October 10, there was an executive session of the Senat.e or-
eign Relations Committee with McCone and other CIA officials to
discuss the role of the CIA in Vietnam.1%% This, as well as a dlscqs-
sion in the October 8 and 9 hearings, was t‘(‘)uched off, at least in
part, by a newspaper article asserting that “The story of the. Ceni
tral Intelligence Agency’s role in South Viet Nam is a disma
chronicle of bureaucratic arrogance, obstinate dlsrqgard of orders,
and unrestrained thirst for power.”1%¢ A more proximate cause for
the hearing with McCone, however, was the recall to Washington
on October 5 of CIA Station Chief Richardson. One explanation was
that he was being recalled because of “His identity having belen
compromised in recent press stories about internal policy struggles
in the U.S. mission. . . .””157 Another explanation, which is nearer
the truth, is that he was close to Nhu and Diem, and was sent
home by Lodge because he was not in favor of the pressure pla,n
and the anticipated coup. The real explanation for Richardson’s
recall, however, was that it was undertaken as part of the plan to
bring additional pressure to bear on Nhu and Diem b)l/‘5 :emovmg
one of their allies and supporters from the U.S. mission. .

In the October 10 hearing, Senator Humphrey asked why Rich-
ardson had been recalled. McCone replied that this was done pri-
marily to give the U.S. “more freedom for carrying forward on our

nt policy. . . .” o
cug::mprl)lreyyalso asked what would happen if Diem were over-
thrown. Both McCone and William Colby replied that there was n%
alternative in sight, and that there would be a political vacuum i

i ere removed. ) )
Dl’%lllllevguestion of a coup against Diem was discussed. McCone sali:l,
“. . . we could only advise that we would have to move very slowly
into this,” in part because of the lack of an alternative.

There is no indication that any Member of Congress, save one,
Representative Zablocki, indicated personally to the President or
his advisers a serious concern about the possible effects of a coup,
or about U.S. support for a coup. On the contrary, many leading
Members of Congress, especially on the Senate Foreign Relations
Committee, strongly supported the use of U.S. sanctions against
Diem, and agreed with the position of the executive branc_h that
Diem should be replaced if he did not make the reforms which the
U.S. considered essential.

1841bid., Oct. 9, 151)623

185 Thid. . 10, 1963. . ) )

‘"%lli‘;'aorﬁclt, by Richard Starnes, apgeared in the Scripps-Howard newspapers, including
the Washington Daily News, on Oct. 1, 1963,

167PP, Gravel ed., vol. II, p. 217.
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Following the trip he and seven other members of the House For-
eign Affairs Committee made to Vietnam beginning October 6, Za-
blocki issued a report which concluded that U.S. assistance to Viet-
nam was essential, that the war was being won, and that the U.S.
should be very cautious in supporting any change in the Vietnam.
ese Government.!5? “Some have recommended as a solution,” the
group said, “the ouster of the Diem family. Those who advocate
such a course offer no specific alternatives. The lesson of Cuba
must not be forgotten—Batista was bad but Castro is worse.” The
Zablocki group summed up its general position as follows:

What kind of a victory do we seek in Vietnam? A decisive
military victory is not to be expected in a guerrilla operation.
Nor should we expect a resounding victory for democracy as
we understand it. Our sights ought to be set at more modest
goals for both—a high degree of internal security and a reason-
ably responsible and responsive government. The problem in
Vietnam today is that the military effort of the Vietnamese
and ourselves is not matched by a comparable political effort
which must, of necessity, be that of the Government of Viet-
nam. There is no reason to expect quickly in Vietnam or in
any other newly established state the full range of democratic
processes we know. At best we can hope only for small incre-
ments of popular participation as the level of education, rises
and the people identify themselves more closely with the Gov-
ernment.

The war in Vietnam is far from its conclusion. We can be
pleased with the progress made thus far, but all indications are
that the conflict will be a long one. The United States presence
will be required in Vietnam until there is a successful resolu-
tion of the military conflict. _

When the Zablocki group returned to Washington, Zablocki met
with Kennedy to report his finding. According to Zablocki, Kenne-
dy said, “I hope you’ll write an objective report and not put Presi-
dent Diem in a favorable light.” Zablocki said he replied, “Mr.
President, we intend to write that report as we’ve seen it, as we
believe the situation to be, and I don’t think we should basing
our policy on columnists who write their stories in the Caravelle
bar after a few martinis.” As he was leaving the White House, Za-
blocki said that the President’s Press Secretary, Pierre Salinger
told him, “Well, you know what the boss wants.” Zablocki said he
replied, “The boss will get what we think is right. . . . Somebody’s
giving the boss some bad information.” 160

On October 22, 1963, the Senate Foreign Relations Committee re-
ported as a part of the foreign aid bill the following substitute for
the Church amendment:

It is the sense of the Congress that assistance authorized by
this act should be extended to or withheld from the Govern-
ment of South Vietnam, in the discretion of the President, to
further the objectives of victory in the war against communism

and the return to thejr homeland of Americans involved in
that struggle.

129H. Rept. 88-893.
1%°CRS Interview with Clement J. Zablocki, Jan. 29, 1979.
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i ntly approved by the Senatg and the House after
E}ile:frl"’;a:szg:fr?:t?on,yangpbezcame law.18! In its report the Foreign
3 3 id-16
Relatl?ll‘l}?ig (r)lleralvlvn l;;izgsf;g'h reflects the committee’s conviction that
stabilization of the political situation in Vl'etmamll1 1sbé>f the
utmost importance for winning the war against t eh tr:'gnu—
nist guerrillas. The committee takes note of the fact 1:1 a & ere
is still pending before it Senate Resolution 196 [the C l\l/l‘_ct res-
olution] calling for discontinuance of aid to Sout}} ie x}ain
unless the Vietnamese Government puts needed re (zrn_ls u;e 0
effect. If the political situation in South Vietnam de _e;x;ora il?
further to the detriment of the war effort, the commi de Wt _
be disposed to give further consideration to the more drastic
steps called for by Senate Resolution 196.

s he U.S informed that the
ard the end of October 1963, the U.S. was infor
cozg“;gainst Diem would é)ccup bef_(:;edNtc:iria:dlb;lraz.s %%lwlige\l::d%:
were reluctant to provide Conein wi lef peat fs o cox’ltin-
cause they were concerned that U.S. military o 1c1aD‘ > contin
se a coup might reveal the plans to Diem r .
ggieg)l 3I;Is?otold that I;1e would be given the plans two days in ad-
vance. ) ) ed
hington, the White House was becoming very concer
abz)rtllt“:ﬁiz sitg\f:tion. The President and his advisers were'fgatr}full:
that the coup would not be successful, as well as being worge‘e)e 211
the U.S. would be held responsible if it did succeed. On Oﬁ b rk ;
the White House cabled Lodge iexpressmg ecﬁn;gr: b?)l::t);mt: I:e epoasc; ib(l)e
“ intelligence” on coup plans, as w ) )
pﬁl{)itilcit; tha% could arise from the ro}e of Conein. Lodgehrephedi t())lré
October 25 that he shared I?ennledy 8 dconcex(':x(lmzli)é):rti ntg ?1 s?g;stwo
publicity arising from Cone},n s role, an v‘;a?‘ isidering using two
other persons as “cut-outs” (go-betweens) for & nication be
n Conein and the generals. As for White House ji
tﬁ: ecoup, Lodge said that it was important for the U.S. to tsz;i(pl-)?g
the coup. To attempt to thwart it, he said, would be a mistake: :
First, it seems at least an even bet that the next governn;‘en
would not bungle and stumble as much as the presentfone atso
Secondly, it is extremely unwise in the long range }?r utsh
pour cold water on attempts at a coup, particularly w btzn the{
are just in their beginning stages. We should remember sai-
this is the only way in which the people in Vietnam cailtepo sts
bly get a change in government. Whenever we thwart a mg
at a coup, as we have done in the past, we are incurring v ri)j
long lasting resentments, we are assuming an undue lrespon:t-
bility for keeping incumbents in office, _and in general are s
ting ourselves in judgment over.the affalrg‘ of Vietnam. :ularl
The White House replied immediately:164 “We are particularly
concerned about hazard that an unsuccessful coup, however care-

181Pyblic Law 88-206, Dec. 16, 1963.
588

10spp & r';vso?l-ed.,' vol. II, pp. 780-781. The White House cable is still classified.

1847bid., p. 782.
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fully we avoid direct engagement, will be laid at our door by public }
opinion almost everywhere. Therefore, while sharing your view !

that we should not be in position of thwarting coup, we would like
to have option of judging and warning on any plan with poor pros-
pects of success.”

On Saturday, October 27, according to U. Alexis Johnson, then
Deputy Under Secretary of State, the U.S. gave final approval to
the coup, and a “green light” cable was sent to Lodge after approv-
al by Ball. This is Johnson’s account:165

On Saturday, October 27, when I was playing golf with Un-
dersecretary Ball at the Falls Road public course, Averell Har-
riman and Roger Hilsman interrupted our game, and they
gave him a telegram to sign. George was Acting Secretary in
Rusk’s absence from Washington. I found it somewhat curious
that they did not show it to me, but there was no special
reason I had to see it, so I kept out of their discussion. Ball
signed the telegram, the two departed, and we continued our
game. It turned out that this was the “green light” telegram
authorizing Ambassador Lodge to signal that we would not
oppose a coup against Diem. Looking back on it, I am relative-
ly sure that Ball, Hilsman, and Harriman knew that I would
oppose it and excluded me from their discussion on purpose.

On October 29, Lodge cabled Kennedy a summary of develop-
ments, including the latest conversations of Conein with General
Don, which concluded as follows: 168

In summary, it would appear that a coup attempt by the
Generals’ group is imminent; that whether this coup fails or
succeeds, the USG must be prepared to accept the fact that we
will be blamed, however unjustifiably; and finally, that no posi-
tive action by the USG can prevent a coup attempt short of in-
forming Diem and Nhu with all the opprobrium that such an
action would entail.

The NSC met twice that day (October 29) to review the Vietnam
situation.!8” The summaries of these meetings are still classified.
According to Arthur Schlesinger, (who has had exclusive access to
Robert Kennedy’s papers containing a summary of at least the first
meeting on October 29), “Robert Kennedy thought the situation no
different from August, when the generals talked big and did noth-
ing. ‘To support a coup,” he told the group, ‘would be putting the
future of Vietnam and in fact all of southeast Asia in the hands of
one man not now known to us. A failure of a coup risks too much.
The reports we have are very thin.” The President observed that,

such a cable on October 27 can be found in the library’s records. Judging by the “withdrawal
sheets” indicating which classified items have been removed from the , it would also appear
that there is no copy of the cable in the library’s records in materials covering the day or two
following that date. (Many important government cables, even some highly important ones, are
not in Presidential libraries, however.) Queried about Johnson’s reference to a “green light”

188 Johnson, The Right Hand of Power, p. 412. The Kennedy Libra%reports that no copy of
11

event as he described it occurred on Saturda , August 24. See Ball’s account of the August 24
cable in The Past Has Another Pattern, pp. 871-372. Johnson, however, maintains that his ac-
count is correct.

'$SPP, Gravel ed., vol. II, p. 260. Lodge also cabled a report (Saigon to Washington 805, Oct.
29, 1963) on his day-long talk with Diem on Oct. 27. This is in the Kennedy Library, NSF Coun-
try File, Vietnam.

'®7For an outline of subjects to be discussed at the first meeting see Kennedy Library, NSF
Country File, Vietnam, “Check List for 4 PM meeting.”
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gince the pro-Diem and anti—Dielr(I; lforc'elzf a’PRgared about equal, any
to engineer a coup would be silly. o
attI?I?llsI::lag’s g(l:count of Robert Kennedy’g pos’ltlon in the October
29 meeting (he does not mention the President’s position), makes it
clear, however, that the Attorney General was not ?akmg the pgfn-
tion that the U.S. should back away from suppgrtmg a S:oup.1 tc-
cording to Hilsman, Robert Kennedy concluded, “It was difficu tho
see where the United States’ interest lay. It was important that the
decisions in such matters be Vietnamese . . . but the United States
would get the blame no matter what hapgﬁr:%d. It might be wise to
more about what was going on. )
tr)é(t:l)bf)-:,mzavho was also present at the gctober 29 White Houie
meetings, says that in the meetings, “. . . the by-then muc ;
hashed-over debate was repeated between the State Departmen
view that the Diem regime had to go because’ it could not prosecute
the war, and the Pentagon’s (and McCongs and my) view thatlz
Diem was better than anyone on the horizon _and that thg re}zla
American interest was to avoid adversely affecting the war in the
countryside by upsetting the political structure in Saigon. The
President vacillated in the face of thg intensity of argument amoillg
his closest advisers, and the only decision reached that day was tHe
usual easy one to seek m%re info:matlon %ll)ou,t, 1%hat was really
ing on in Vietnam by sending out more cables.

goxlf%er the October 2);) meetings, McGeorge Bundy sent Lodge a
cable asking for additional information, al‘l‘d reemphasizing the 1m%
portance of a quick, successful coup:!’! “We reiterate b}u:d.en of
proof must be on coup group to show a substantial possibility o
quick success; otherwise, we should dis9oqrage the_m from proqe_ed-
ing since a miscalculation could result in jeopardizing U.S. posmlon
in Southeast Asia.” Lodge was also told to share all of ?he cables
on the coup with Harkins, partly because of Washmgton 8 concern
about the exclusion of Harkins from the planning process. In addi-
tion, as a part of the plan, Lodge had been scheduled to return tﬁ
Washington for consultatitl))r; at the end of O;:tt:b:r, and in his a

8 rkins’ role would be even more important.

erl:ic:rili?ls’ reaction after he read the cables between Lodge and
the White House was that he and Lodge had a different under-
standing of the guidance from Washington with respect to 1§he USd
role in a coup. In a cable to Taylor on October 30, Ha;kms sai
that, unlike Lodge, he assumed that the U.S. was not going to give
any covert encouragement to a coup.!’? He added that he was not
opposed to a ‘“change in government,” but he thought it should be
in “methods of governing rather than a complete change of person-
nel.”

168 and His Times, p. 721. CRS requested mandatory review of the classifica-
tion o’tg %g:ﬂnfgnﬁ\{ch were kept on the first of these meetings, and was informed by the thx}-
nedy Library on Apr. 18, 1988, that the State Department and the NSC will ‘pot agree at this
time to declassify tﬁe material, citing Executive Order 123561, Sec. 1.8 (a) (5)—“foreign relauﬂns
or foreign activities”——and Sec. 1.3 n(g) ‘oo disclosgre, either by itself or in the context of other
information, reasonably could be expected to cause to the national security.

16970 Move A Nation, p. 519.

‘7o Honorable Men, p. 216.

171 PP, Gravel ed., vol. II, p. 788.

1731bid., pp. 784-785.
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“In my contacts here,” Harkins said, “I have seen no one with |
) | ) with
the strength of character of Diem, at least in fighting communistg ]

Clearly there are no Generals qualified to take over in my opin- 4

ion.”

Harkins said he did not agree with Lodge that the war was not

being won. On the contrary, “Nothing has ha ” |
0) , ppened,” he tolqd |

Taylor, “in October to change the assessment ymlx)e and Secretarg 3

McNamara made after your visit here.” ]
Harkins concluded:

I would suggest we not try to change horses too quickl
That we continue to take persuasive actions that will mgke thyé ]

horses change their course and methods of action. That we win |

the military effort as quickly as possible, then let them make |

any and all of the changes they want.

After all, rightly or wrongly, h i i :
long Tl Yoo % gly, we have backed Diem for eight !

his mother superior and father confessor since he’s b i
office and he had leaned on us heavily. © hes beendn
viéleadfers of ot_hfr un(.lfe;z;}?eveloped countries will take a dim |

W ol our assistance if they too were led to beli
T}fage lies u:l store for them. Y feve the same |
at same day (October 30), Lodge replied to Bundy’s cable of ]
that date. He agreed tha,t it was important to “get bestypossible es- |
timate of chance of coup’s success and this estimate must color our }

thinking,” but he added that he did not think “we have the power |

to delaﬁ or r1(;i_ilscourage a coup.” He added:

, Heartlly agree that a miscalculation could jeopardize i-
tion in Southeast Asia. We also run tremendoug rigks by dg(i)tslg '
noIttl:ung. ‘

we were convinced that the coup was going to fail 1

v, Would, of course, do everything we could to sto% it.g o we
My general view, Lodge said, “is that the U.S. is t ing to bring |
this medieval country into the 20th Century and Kat we have |
made considerable progress in military and economic ways but to

gain victory we must also bring them into the 20th Centu liti- §
cally and that can only be done by either a thoroughgoinéy change ]

gle:;l}tlg’ behavior of the present government or by another govern- !

Lodge said he anticipated that after the coup there might be a

need either to grant asylum in the U.S. Embassy to “ke onal-
ities” or to transport them out of Vietnam. “beel " Fhe sai

Lodge did not ask Washington for air trans i i ]
{ portation for this pur-
pose. He dld_not need to. The Air Force had already sent a plan% to
Salgon for his use in returning to Washington, andy commercial air-
lines also had planes available. i
_Lod‘ge did ask Washington for money for the generals, who, he
said, mtf;fy well have need of funds at the last moment with which
to buy off potential opposition.” (After the coup, Conein, who had

r ; 0 me it seems incongruous now to get him §
down, kick him around, and get rid of him. The U.S. hg;.s belenx: ]

it : ieve,” he said, |

that there would be immediate political problems in attempting to |
take these personalities to another neighboring country and prob- |}
ably we would be best served in depositing them in Saipan where {
the absence of press, communication, etc., would allow us some |}
leeway to make a further decision as to their ultimate disposition.” |
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received the money on October 24, gave $42,000 to the generals to
pay troops that had participated and death benefits for those

killed.)178 ]
Lodge’s cable ended with this statement: “Gen. Harkins has read

this and does not concur.”

Harkins then called Taylor. He said he had not conpurred be-
cause he thought the U.S. needed more information, adding, “I feel
we should go along with only a sure thing. This or continue with
Diem until we have exhausted all pressures. The prestige of the
U.S. is really involved one way or the other and it must be upheld
at all costs.”’ 174 ) )

After receiving this cable from Lodge, the White House replied
immediately (October 30).17% In this, which may have been the
final White House cable to Lodge before the coup on November 1,
Bundy, speaking for Kennedy, told Lodge:

We do not accept as a basis for U.S. policy that we have no
power to delay or discourage a coup. . . . You say that if you
were convinced that the coup was going to fail you would of
course do everything you could to stop it. We believe that on
this same basis you should take action to persuade coup lead-
ers to stop or delay any operation which, in your best judg-
ment, does not clearly give high prospect of success. . . .
Therefore, if you should conclude that there is not clearly a
high prospect of success, you should communicate this doubt to
generals in a way calculated to persuade them to desist at
least until chances are better.

Kennedy then gave Lodge these instructions: ) )

a. U.S. authorities will reject appeals for direct intervention
from either side, and U.S.controlled aircraft and other re-
sources will not be committed between the battle lines or in
support of either side, without authorization from Washmgton.

b. In event of indecisive contest, U.S. authorities agree to
perform any acts agreeable to both sides, such as removal of
key personalities or relay of information. In such actions, how-
ever, U.S. authorities will strenuously avoid appearance of
pressure on either side. It is not in the interest of USG to be or
appear to be either instrument of existing government or in-
strument of coup.

c. In the event of imminent or actual failure of coup, U.S.
authorities may afford asylum in their discretion to those to
whom there is any express or implied obligation of this sort.
We believe however that in such a case it would be in our in-
terest and probably in interest of those seeking asylum that
they seek protection of other Embassies in addition to our own.
This point should be made strongly if need arises.

d. But once a coup under responsible leadership has begun,
and within these restrictions, it is in the interest of the U.S.
Government that it should succeed.

'738enate Report on Assasination Plots, p, 222.
174Kennedy I;’i?.arary, NSF Country File, Q/ietnam, MAC 2084, Oct. 80, 1963.

176 PP, Gravel ed., vol. II, pp. 792-798.
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The Coup

On November 1, at approximately 1:30 .m. (Saigon time
coup began, and U.S. officials in aigon Iz)md %Vas%ﬁngton )r’n;g:
every effort to carry out the President’s directive that it should
m%eeq. fConeég ,']Domeccli .thetgexieraltlls at their headquarters and kept

e inform a direct telephone line. i
fugy : nforme y phone line. Lodge kept Washington
. At approximately 4 p.m., Diem called Lodge to ask about th
titude of tl}g U.S. Government toward the coup. According to aeC?K
summary, “Lodge took x:efuge in the confusion of the situation and
expressed concern for Diem’s physical safety. Lodge told Diem that
he had heard that the coup leaders had offered Diem and Nhu safe
conduct out of the country and he asked Diem about this. Diem’s
only comment was that he was the Chief of State, that he had tried
(t;(l).dgg”lll},ss duty, and that he was trying to reestablish law and

This statement in the CIA summary is not entirely correct -
cording to the State Department’s vgbatim transcri}})'t of the cﬁxg-
versation, Diem §§nd he had not heard of the offer of safe conduct
and t:o‘%d Lodge, “You have my telephone number.” Lodge’s repl 4
;Z?’,,l”es. If I can do anything for your physical safety, please cal)l'

According to Conein, when he called the U.S. Embassy on
Irslizr;mgdofiql;lloven}:belf'. %’ t(:: procure an airplane in whichyto tztg

an u out of Vietn
el T am, the answer was that there were
. - - - on October 30, 1963, Ambassador Lodge notified Wash-
ington that there might be a request by key feaders for evacu-
ation and sug ested Saigon as a point for evacuation. (Cable,
Saigon to Washington, 10/30/63.) ggnein was charged with ob-
taining the airplane. Between 6:00 and 7:00 on the morning of
November 2, [ eneral] Minh and [General] Don asked Conein
goﬁprocure an aircraft. Conein relayed the request to a Station
icer at the E_mbassy who replied that it would not be possi-
ble to get an aircraft for the next twenty-four hours, since it
would have to be flown from Guam. Conein testified that a Sta-
tion representative told him that Diem could be flown only to
a country that offered him asylum and that the plane could
not land In any other country. There were no aircraft immedi-
ately available that had sufficient range to reach a potential

Cocoqnthry of‘;’1 asylt:mté((lCorfeinl,(G/ 20/75, p. 54.)170

nein has also stated, “I asked the Embassy for an ajrcr
I was told I had to wait 24 hours before I couldyget the airccrt;if!;t t?xr;%
was necessary to transport Diem to a nation who would accept his
exile, I spoke for the United States government and I was author-

!7Kennedy Library, POF Country File, Vietnam Security, 1963, Ce i
rary, , 8 N tral Intell
i G L T )
ary, ile, Vi ] ;
also PP Craonl o vl;gl. . 26%1.1 ry File, Vietnam, on to Washington 860, Nov. 1, 1963. See
:::’is%r_mte. tl:fport tgncoAssassinatioanlote, p. 228, fn. 2.
18 citation to Conein is a reference to his testim befi ti i
Senate Select (}omnpttee to Study Governmental Operatig:sy witl?rlge:npe:: etzulx:‘t:llz::g: th:&‘:
K‘IT z;s :gmnectwn :nth thq committee’s 9tuc[y of possible CIA involvement in assassination plots.
fahes a:lr‘r’lc::ll\y onmh:ugﬁ?:ct of' assassinations was in executive session, and remains unpub-
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ized and I informed the junta that I had an aircraft, but it would
take me 24 hours to have that aircraft.”” 180
As a staff study for the Senate Foreign Relations Committee put
it, “One wonders what became of the U.S. military aircraft that
had been dispatched to stand by for Lodge’s departure, scheduled
for the previous day.” 181
Later that day (November 2), Diem and Nhu escaped to a resi-
dence in the suburb of Cholon. The next morning, Diem called the
generals and offered to surrender in return for safe conduct out of
Vietnam. It is not clear from available evidence whether this offer
was accepted. The whereabouts of the brothers was soon discov-
ered, and they took sanctuary in a nearby Catholic church. Shortly
afterwards they were taken captive, and on the way to the gener-
als’ headquarters they were assassinated.!82
The NSC was meeting on November 2 when word of the assassi-
nations was received. Taylor said that the President “leaped to his
feet and rushed from the room with a look of shock and dismay on
his face which I had never seen before.” According to Taylor, Ken-
nedy “. . . had always insisted that Diem must never suffer more
than exile and had been led to believe or had persuaded himself
that a change in government could be carried out without blood-
shed.”183
Some CIA officials were surprised to hear of Kennedy's reac-
tion:184
The following day, at McCone’s regular morning meeting
with the CIA’s Deputy Director and the top officials, McCone
described Kennedy’s reaction to the news of Diem’s murder.
According to Lyman Kirkpatrick, who was present at the meet-
ing, the reaction of those in the room was not entirely sympa-
thetic. The coup was Kennedy's idea; his administration au-
thorized it despite repeated CIA objections. What did he
expect? When a coup takes place you can’t control it. Helms,
too, wondered at Kennedy’s dismay, and concluded later that
the President had not fully understood what he had ordered.
He'd okayed the August cable which first put the U.S. Embas-
sy on the side of the dissident generals, and when a coup ap-
peared imminent at the end of October he authorized

180Quoted in U.S. Co , Senate, Committee on Foreign Relations, U.S. Involvement in the
8vfferthmw of 2gi-em, 1968, Staff Study, 92d Cong., 2d sess. (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Govt. Print.

., 1972), p. 28. .

1811bid., p. 23, fn. 80. According to the study by U.S. News and World Regort, cited above,
“. .. the desire to conceal the Il?% role in the coup does not explain why, 17 hours after the
coup beqan. there still had been no attempt to bring in a plane to fly Diem and Nhu out of the
country.”
‘"l%r additional details on these events see especially the excellent Foreign Relations Com-
mittee staff study by Ann L. Hollick, U.S, Involvement in the Overthrow of Diem, cited above.
See also the Pentagon Papers; Shaplen, The Lost Revolution; Halberstam, The Making of a
Quagmire; and Mecklin, Mission in Torment. In addition see L. Fletcher Prouty, “The Anatomy
of Assassination,” in Howard Frazier (ed.), Uncloaking the CIA (New York: Free Press, 1975), pp.
196-209. Prouty, for nine years the officer responsible for military liaison with the clandestine
operations of the CIA, who was on the staff of the JCS at the time of the Diem coup, says (p.
205), “The actual killing was a simple thing, ‘for the good of the cause.’ The USA and CIA could
wash their hands of it. They had had nothing to do with it. Like all assassinations, it had just
happened. Nobody in Washington had said, ‘Shoot Diem.’ You don’t do an assassination that
way. The way people are assassinated is by taking away the power that has been created to
kelep them there. The deadly passive role of the CIA had permitted the termination of another
ruler."

183Swords and Plowshares, p. 301.

184Powers, The Man Who Kept the Secrets, p. 165.




202

McGeorge Bundy to tell Lod i j |
) ge to use his own judgment—
roundabout way of saying, It's okay with me. Bli]t Ig:rlmedy’z ]
dismay at the result convinced Helms that Kennedy had never |
quite hoisted this operation aboard: he'd said yes, without fully |

realizing what he was saying yes to.

After the coup, a military junta (Military Rev i i) |
, olut
of 12 generals, headed by General Duon}; Van “ﬁ%ggr{\{(ijr?l‘:,n (:2 ]

sumed power. Vice President Tho became the civilian premier with

an all-civilian Cabinet. The legislature was aboli

t. ished, but a Council |
oit Notables was appointed as an advisory body. Among the varircl)fxl: s
actions talgen by. the new government was the release of political
prisoners, including Dr. Phan Quang Dan, one of Diem’s leading ]

opponents, who had been imprisoned since 1960.

Diem’s brother, Ngo Dinh Can, was later executed by the new f

government. His brother, Archbishop Thuc, was in Rome, and re-

mained in Europe. His other brother, N i ]
. , , Ngo Dinh Luyen, th ]
l\éiftnam ] Ambassador to London, also remained a)llg(;ad. %\I/}a%:lrl;g '
u was still abroad, but three of her four children were in Viet- :

nam. She called journalist Marguerite Higgins, who called Hilsman

to ask whether the U.S. Government could assist i i
) th S, ! ist in gett ‘
(clhlldx"en out. Higgins told Hilsman, “Congratulations, I%ggelrl'l gHt:; ‘
oes it feel to have blood on your hands?”’ He replied, “Oh,' come |

on now, Maggie. Revolutions are tough ” i
, gh. People get hurt.”185 Hij]
man said, however, that the U.S. would assist with the childrtla:

This was done, and they left Vietnam in a U.S. aircraft several

days later.

Higging’ own reaction was that the U.S. i ]

C : > S, YL L allowed
goi'lge} that it was in Vietnam as an ally, not as a conquv:ro:.t?:llf;;l:g ]
all of 1963 Washington went into the business of hiring and firing |

governments. We not only forgot the one overriding priority, the

war effort, but also for the first time in history, conspired in the |

ouster of an ally in the middle of a common war against the Com-

munist enemy, thus plunging th i
ooy eniomy decling.”w%l g the country and the war effort into a

Officials in Washington reacted as might h

. g ' ave
given their att1tud_e§ and their roles. Taylogr, Colby mr;r?i);gﬁcgi%
I(G:hl?s from the military and the CIA, as well as U.’ Alexis Johnson
tho Ing and some other Foreign Service officers, took the position’

at the overthrow of Diem was a great mistake, perhaps even a

fatal mistake, i i . X
omid:167 ake, 1n terms of U.S. involvement. In his memoirs, Taylor

1850 X - ) ’
lulbg;f’l;:rété% .nggms, Our Vietnam Nightmare, (New York: Harper and Row, 1965), p. 225.

187
US, g::;;ds W‘:a’:-d Cﬁ{‘l):ézh?ﬁgi\f&?z)A ;}t;ud prepared for the Strate ic Studies Institute of the
19§('ph(concltr1t¢;1ed in pocs) oD gl'x,-4): e Strategic Lessons Lear: in Vietnam [McLean Va.:
e overthrow of the Diem regime was ol f
Indose A 1 : ne of the very few key watersheds of th
i:: ochina War; although Diem might have lost the war eventually, his asmsin:tioner;s::ft:g
“—political, military and economic chaos for almost three
“__ A . iy Y years-
ples an irreversible loss of GVN legitimacy and popularity, particularly among the rural peo-
::—masgive, prolonged and eventually self-defeating U.S. military i i
—erosion of the Iﬁ.s. moral basis for the war, ar?d conve:'slel;’;lg::eern&(:: it
port the successive governments regardless of their worth. . . .”” mitment to sup-

203

Diem’s overthrow set in motion a sequence of crises, political
and military, over the next two years which eventually forced
President Johnson in 1965 to choose between accepting defeat
or introducing American combat forces. The encouragement af-
forded the enemy of Diem’s downfall found expression in a
massive offensive, political and military, to exploit the removal
of their mortal enemy. Taking into account all these effects, I
would assess this whole episode as one of the great tragedies of
the Vietnamese conflict and an important cause of the costly
prolongation of the war into the next decade.

In his memoirs, Colby called the “American-sponsored overthrow
of Diem,” the “worst mistake of the Vietnam war. . . 188
Lansdale had this reaction:!8®

... I thought it was a terrible, stupid thing. First of all,
Diem was a friend of mine, so it came as a personal shock
when he was killed. Secondly, the action itself didn’t make
military sense to me. We divided our forces in the face of the
enemy—a military “no-no.” South Vietnam was up against a
very aggressive, smart, and imaginative enemy who was fight-
ing the war from a political basis. And on our side, we paid too
little attention to the political basis which we needed to wage a
war. By killing Diem we split our political side at least in two
if not more parts, and doing that in the face of the enemy who
would take advantage of it right away. I felt we were too weak
to play around that way, and I thought it was the worst thing
that we ever did. I still can’t understand anybody’s thinking on
that. And the enemy did take advantage of it right away. I'm
sure that someplace along the line we'll find all of the ways
that they did. They became much stronger, and started going

on towards winning the war from that moment. I think we
should never have done it. We destroyed the Vietnamese Con-
stitution, not we, but the people we were working with, threw
it in the waste basket. The governmental structure was de-
stroyed—the province chiefs and the district chiefs and so
forth, the whole structure went down. And from then on, as
they kept on having more and more coups and new generals
would take over, they’d destroy the whole structure of govern-
ment again, all of the province chiefs and so forth. There were
always people who didn’t quite know their jobs throughout the
country, and we were thinking all of the time that they were
all solid and held together, but they weren’t people to do that.
And we didn’t realize it. Even today I don’t think any of the
historians have ever figured out that it happened that way, but
we destroyed the whole government side of the social structure
in one fell-blow.
_ Among those who had advocated the coup, the reaction was that
it was necessary and that it had been successful. They argued that
the mistake would have been to continue to depend on the Diem
government. Lodge himself cabled Kennedy on November 6 that as
a result of the coup “prospects for victory are much improved.”
“, .. this may be a useful lesson in the use of U.S. power,” he

188 Honorable Men, p. 208.
189CRS Interview with Edward Lansdale, Nov. 19, 1982.
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added. “Perhaps the USG has here evolved a way of not being ev-]
erywhere saddled with responsibility for autocratic governmentg]
simply because they are anti-Communist.”19° |
On that same day, President Kennedy replied:!9! q
Now that there is a new Government which we are about to |
recognize, we must all intensify our efforts to help it deal with §
its many hard problems. As you say, while this was a Vietnam.
ese effort, our own actions made it clear that we wanted im-
provements, and when these were not forthcoming from the }
Diem Government, we necessarily faced and accepted the possi- |
bility that our position might encourage a change of govern-
ment. We thus have a responsibility to help this new govern.
ment to be effective in every way that we can, and in these j
first weeks we may have more influence and more chance to be ]
helpful than at any time in recent years. A
I am particularly concerned myself that our primary empha-
sis should be on effectiveness rather than upon external ap- ]
pearances. If the new Government can limit confusion and in- ]
trigue among its members, and concentrate its energies upon }
the real problems of winning the contest against the Commu- }
nists and holding the confidence of its own people, it will have :
met and passed a severe test. This is what we must help in,
just as it was ineffectiveness, loss of popular confidence, and §
the prospect of defeat that were decisive in shaping our rela- |
tions to the Diem regime. 4
Lodge was also known to believe, as were others in the U.S. Gov- |
ernment, that the coup averted an accommodation, led by Nhu, {
with North Vietnam, as the South Vietnamese generals themselves |
had feared when they began plotting. In an executive session of the
Senate Foreign Relations Committee on June 30, 1964, Lodge de- |
clared: “Last fall, if the Diem Government hadn’t come to an end 1
and had gone on for another month, I think we might have had a
Communist takeover. I think it had become that important.” ;
George Ball has defended the decision, while criticizing the in-
volvement of the United States in Vietnam:192 ]
I think it would have been disastrous to have left Diem there !
with the Nhus using him as though he were a puppet. They {
were bringing disgrace on the United States. They were creat- |
ing a situation which was quite intolerable, which I think had 3
it continued would have led to a very great continued disorder
in Saigon. I don’t at all accept the thesis that this was a disas-
ter which changed the course of the war. I think it was the
kind of situation which illustrated the fact that we should

never have been deeply engaged with these people under any
circumstances.

190This cable, which is still classified, is quoted by Schlesinger, who had access to it in the
Robert Kennedf' papers. Robert Kennedy and His Ttmes, pp. 721-722. In the same cable Lodge
added that while the coup was a Vietnamese affair, “which we could neither manage nor :
after it got started and which we could only have influenced with lgreat difficulty . . . it is equal- |
ly certain that the ground in which the coup seed grew into a robust plant was prepared by us
and that the coup would not have happened [as] it did without our preparation. 4

191 Kennedy Library, NSF Country File, Vietnam, Washi n to Saig

on 74-6.' Nov. 6, 1963.
“"TCharlbon and Moncrieff, Many Reasons Why, p. 94. See The Past Has Another Pattern,
pp. 373-374.
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i i i he change
illi ho said he believed at the time that t an
leel:r?mlgﬁgyc;\:{d (l)): an improvement,.“’." feels that the decision
of gﬁe U.S. to pressure Diem and to precipitate a coup I e hose
of the, o ranit almost along side those of 1961, barcly below H0%
in 1 rtance and those o -65 1 “
of 195855 1n119n41po i however, . . . because
i J! He defends these actions, , €
:;rlrmlep ?:ﬁ:r?g:s of South Vietnanll1 beingdpreseg\ir:(;ir gv::lrie;e t('ixgshutégrejsl;i%gsg
i than under a .
to be Jess under T soisic ally and ethically acceptable:
also finds the decisions morally el g
“ i m to me clear that in the face of the
1 .t'vigsd%?pgiiing in South Vietnam from mid-August i)r;wa:'%, a;
gﬁion like the U.S. must subordingtet_lts chrll%e:rriytgn ;life i 1%5
cern for present deprivation ot 11 .
al(gl:nfioyt}égncc(iﬁdes, howgver, that the efft:i:ttﬁf tt};% igoggeaasw;g
S. involvement in Vietnam, ana tha .
d'eeprghgrt shlrift in the debate in the executive l')rax}ch_.l“h all of
give The political fact was that through what it did in t et.a f
1963 the U.S. deepened its commitment to the preservz: lg: t:d
South Vietnamese national independe;gc::r.l ;I‘lsxils v;rggarrll(t) psa ated
at the time by Vietnamese, nor (;vas i y significant patt o
the argument within the U.S. overnmttzl ot 0 o icipant
written record or oral recollection can es dweft o participant
in the debate rested an weight, or eve_nd , 90 the arg
t to engage U.S. prestige and judgment 1 er-
rr?:ln;om?cs of So%t Vietnam was inevitably to increase the tm
estment of both in the wider contest for the ci)_un rﬁ
‘i,t,self In an intangible way, Americans in both public gﬁ
licy'v circles were bound hen_ceforth to feel more responsible
?:r what happened in South Vietnam. . wde. and
Bundy has also commented on why the decxsmndwgs tencll de, anc
why an action with such serious consequgx_}ces was deba’
i i f those consequences: )
ful co?:l?;fttlg:cguse the rwiss was 80 c&)qfthS:g; e?lobl;'uiﬁlri) 1:\211;};
i istorted and in
schartacs dlashes, ey fro he i ediate issues of tacti-
that it never got far away from the lmrl? e Issues o s
cal judgment. The process of policy-making  almost Bt i
id-August through the beginning o ,
m):::afi“z:?eggnts cg;;le so rapidly that time was not taken for
re%iitlt(}):ilé is only a part of the reason. The greater garté ﬁs \}}11:;
all of the participants assumed that the stakes in doul h Viet
nam were so serious as to warrant the deepened commitment,
i t it came to. ) )
if that 333 wag; t;asic alternative considered? Might one have
been? The answer to the first lT{)ar(i: of ti‘h% %gi%s;;otn Kl:’n ggg;r}s,
ically negative. Up to the day ol I'resid
ﬁaet; or:lc: olrrxenir% the policy circle suggested sepously thalt the
US. start to think in terms of withdrawing with the tas uri-
finished. . . . Out of government as within it, the general feel-

198Many Reasons Why, p. 87.
194Byndy MS,, ch. 10, p. 1.
198 [bid., pp. 4, 5.

l'OIb'd. P

197 hid,, 5,,: 79,
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ing that things would somehow be better if Diem left—strong-
est in liberal circles of course—tended to drown out any seri-
ous voices asking if the whole venture was worth it.198

In Congress, only a few Members commented publicly on the
coup or the death of Diem. In the Senate, Mansfield said on No-
vember 1, before the news of Diem’s assassination, that the report-
ed “uprising” “appears to me to be a purely Vietnamese affair
which the Vietnamese should settle among themselves.” He added
that the coup had come as a surprise to him and, he felt sure, to
the Kennedy administration.!?® Zablocki made similar comments
when queried by the press. “They told us [the Zablocki subcommit-
teel,” he said, that “there was no advance information.” 200

Senator Hickenlooper, ranking Republican on the Foreign Rela-
tions Committee, said that it was a serious situation which should
be watched closely. Senator Aiken said he did not know whether
U.S. personnel had been involved, “But if we are at all involved we
don’t want another failure. I hope we don’t have another Bay of
Pigs on our hands.”201!

The New York Times, along with most of the major newspapers
of th«(e1 country, welcomed the coup. In an editorial on November 2
it said:

The only surprising thing about the military revolt in Saigon
is that it has not come sooner. The inefficiency, corruption, in-
flexibility and growing unpopularity of the Diem-Nhu regime
has been increasingly evident for the last two years. The Bud-
dhist revolt in May and subsequent non-Communist unrest in
South Vietnam made the continuation of all-out American sup-
port impossible.

On November 5, Mansfield, referring to Diem’s death, said that
“recent events in Vietnam are tragic events.” He went on to dis-
cuss U.S. policy in the aftermath of the coup:202

We will not serve the interests of the Nation if:

First. We regard the overthrow of the Diem government as a
victory or defeat for this country. It is neither. It is more an
inexorable development in the tragic postwar history of the Vi-
etnamese people.

Second. If we reassume that the successor military-dominat-
ed regime is an automatic guarantee of a permanent improve-
ment in the situation in Vietnam. This successor authority in
Vietnam is, at this point, at best a promise of something
better. But if the Korean experience is at all relevant, it is ap-
parent that such promises can be undone in short order.

If these tragic events of the past few days are to have con-
structive significance for this Nation as well as for the Viet-
namese people, we would be well advised to recognize that the
effectiveness of our Asian policies cannot be measured by an

198The commitment of U.S. ﬁolicymakers to the defense of Vietnam and of Southeast Asia
continued to be shared during this period by at least some of America’s foremost Asian scholars,
as evidenced by the papers presented in May 1963 at a conference sponsored by the Asia Society
and the Association for Asian Studies, and printed in William Henderson (ed.), Southeast Asia:
Problems of United States Policy (Cambridge, Mass.: M.IT. Press, 1963).

199CR, vol. 109, p. 20868.

200New York Times, Nov. 2, 1963.

I

201 de

201CR, vol. 109, p. 21061.
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of a government, by whether one government is
9:32?2: otv:)r work %vith” than another, by whether one govern-
ment smiles at us and another frowns. In the last analysis, the
effectiveness of our policies, and their gdmlmstratlon with re-
spect to the Vietnamese situation .and, indeed, all _of south'easi:,
Asia can only be weighed in the light of these basic questions:
First. Do these policies make possible a progressive redl}?ctlon
in the expenditures of American hves_and ald. in Vietnam?
Second. Do these policies hold a valid promise of encouraging
in Vietnam the growth of popularly responsible and responsive
nt?
go"f‘%rrl:i!.l eDo these policies contribute not only to the develop-
ment of internal stability in South Vietnam but to the growth
of an environment of a decent peace and a popularly based St'?i
bility throughout Asia—the kind of environment which wi
permit the replacement of the present heavy dependence up{)n
U.S. arms and resourl'{:es with sin eqt:iltableo 3?3 mutual rela-
i i tween the Asian peoples and our ?
tlo’i‘llsl?sui)s??ndeed, an appropriate time for the executive branch
to reassess policies for Vietnam and southeast Asia in these
Intg?ire:? 'stabements, two of the three Senators who had accompa-
nied Mansfield on his 1962 trip to Vietnam—Pell and Boggs—con-
with his remarks.
cuélfgrch, however, voiced his approval of the change of govern-
ment:203 ) dh
The U.S. Government—both the executive branch an e
Congress—has, since the severe repression of the Vietnamese
students and the Buddhists by the Diem government this
summer, hoped for the creation of an atmosphere in South
Vietnam which might regather popular support behind the
wairt’}exf;fr(l’ll;tthat the President has followed the correct course in
relations to South Vietnam. Although we have favored re-
forms, we have left it entirely to the will of the Vietnamese to
implement that reform. If they themselves had not so strongly
desired the change, we would have seen no coup in South Viet-
nam. My one regret about the recent coup was the violent
death of Diem and Nhu, and all others who fell in the fight.
Representative Zablocki said that curtailment of U.S. aid, espe-
cially to Colonel Tung’s Special Forces, had been justified. But
there can be little doubt,” he added, “that this curtailment of aid
also heartened Diem’s opponents and helped trigger the coup. It
was a signal to the military leaders of Vietnam that the United
States would support the overthrow of the Diem regime.” Lament-
ing the death of Diem, Zablocki asked whet}xer the U.S. had taken
steps to warn Diem about the coup. “If officials of the U.S. Govern-
ment knew of the coup, and failed to exert every possible pressure
to gain assurances of safe conduct out of the coqntrx for President
Diem, then the shadow of blame falls on our Nation.”’204

203 1hid p. 21056.
204]bid., p. 20940,
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Three weeks after Diem’s assassination, in one

dies and ironies of modern
nated.

history, President Ke

of the great trage. §
nnedy was assasgj.

CHAPTER 4

PREPARING FOR THE POSSIBILITY OF A WIDER WAR

On November 24, 1963, two days after becoming President,
Lyndon Johnson met with Lodge, Rusk, McNamara, Ball, McCone,
and McGeorge Bundy to discuss Vietnam. (This followed a meeting
on Vietnam held in Honolulu on November 20, which was attended
by all top-level U.S. officials from Washington and Saigon.) Lodge
was optimistic. McCone reported that there had been a consider-
able increase in Communist activity, and that he ‘“could see no
basis for an optimistic forecast of the future.” Johnson said he had
“serious misgivings”’ about the situation, but that the U.S. had to
persevere.! He said he was “. . . not going to lose Vietnam,” and
was “not going to be the President who saw Southeast Asia go the
way China did.” 2 William Bundy has cautioned, however, against
exaggerating the implications of this last statement, noting that
Kennedy ‘“‘said almost the same thing in September. . . .” 3

On November 26, Johnson approved NSAM 273, reaffirming the
U.S. commitment to Vietnam and the continuation of Vietnam pro-
grams and policies of the Kennedy administration. These were its
principal provisions: ¢

(1) That the withdrawal of forces announced on October 2
“remain as stated”; .

(2) that the U.S. should support the new government;

(3) that U.S. efforts be fully unified, and that inter-depart-
mental criticism be avoided;

(4) that U.S. assistance programs be maintained at previous
levels, and that special attention be given to the situation in
the delta;

(5) that a plan be developed for incursions into Laos;

4 (6) that steps be taken to improve U.S. relations with Cambo-
ia;®

!The Vantage Point, p. 43. McCone's notes of that meeting remain classified.

3Tom Wicker, JFK and LBJ (Baltimore, Md.: Penguin, 1972), f 205. Bill Moyers recalls that
Johnson said after the meeting, “They’ll think with Kennedy dead we’ve lost heart. . . . The
Chinese. The fellas in the Kremlin. They'll be taking the measure of us. . . . I told them to go
back and tell those generals in Saigon that Lyndon Johnson intends to stand b{,our word.”
Quoted by Schlesinger, Robert Kennedy and His Times, p. 726. According to Jack Valenti, who
was with Johnson on the night after Kennedy’s assassination, “He talked little of Vietnam that
first night. I suspect he felt that Vietnam would yield to reason and informed judgment. LBJ
really believed that if he arplied his total intellect and concentration to a problem and if there
was any alternative possible, he would find a way to an ment. In all his career this reli-
ance on reason and face-to-face challenge had never failed. He had no doubts it would succeed in
Vietnam.” Valenti, A Ve?' Human President (New York: W. W. Norton, 1975), p. 162.

3Bundy MS,, ch. 12, E .

*Summarized from the text of NSAM 273, which was provided by the Johnson Library.

*On Nov. 19, 1968, Prince Sihanouk, charging that B.S. military advisers and the CIA had

n aiding opponents of his government, rejected further U.S. military and economic assistance

to Cambodia. Subsequently President Johnson asked former Secretary of State Dean Acheson to
talk to Sihanouk, but this offer was refused by the Prince on Dec. 17.

(209)
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In addition to these instructipns, NSAM 273 directed that plan ;

N [operations plan] 34.63—" |
. Accorgiing to the Pentq. }

sources,” in order to “convince the DRV i :

) lead ‘

ShO(l)llgl gs‘:se ;o support insurgent activities in theeﬁs\};;\ll) atril; tL;(l;lseX i

% howea:rrelar :indksu(ty-twq Separate operations were listed CINC— |

PA a;ttacks er, ¢ og fgxz ggﬁggoB tha_tt of these 2,062 operations only
a fe €r “punitive or attritj ” ti

wou!d }}ave any significant mﬂgence on the I?Io:gfll%lizltna(;ﬁls‘gt;om

Others recommended militar i
. X ary action. Accordin 9
ti(c}sﬁsrl'al Surtls E..LeMay, C}}Ief of Staff of the AirgF‘(ft?ceHvl&lr:?ag,-
peula; Ve’,e aggroust in adyocz’atmg the bombardment of Nc;rth V%ertl-
aftey (e AT swa t{ng’f’lylesz May said, ‘when we should be goin
Powerye I nure pile.’” Hilsman added that “General Thom Sg
said that with conventional bombs alone the St;rategi(fls Air

Vietnam,” and he made a special trip to Washington to plead the

case for bombing not on] i i
their base ™ Ses ot on n}; rlr\f.?’rth Vietnam but the Viet Cong and

_—

SPP, Gravel ed., vol. III
Yibid, pp. 150-51. > 190
81bid., vol. II, p. 308.

To Move A ‘ation, p,
. , PP. 526-527. See al !
(Washington, D.C.: Office of Air Force Histgr;‘,) l%?lbt:gtslt"at:‘su krierul"‘oTr:l: i%gzﬁa;ryzollfeam o 1965
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The CIA proposed low-level reconnaissance over Laos to gather
information on infiltration down the Ho Chi Minh Trail, with the
implication that this could lead to bombing the trail.!0

In addition, there were proposals, probably from the military, for
armed incursions from Vietnam into Laos to reduce infiltration
from the Ho Chi Minh Trail. This was reflected in the provision in
NSAM 273 for developing a plan for such operations.

Although the evidence is fragmentary, it would appear from
Hilsman’s account that the Harriman-Hilsman-Forrestal group re-
sisted proposals for incursions into Laos or the use of U.S. airpower
in either North or South Vietnam or in bombing the Ho Chi Minh
Trail, and countered with a proposal that if Communist infiltration
from the north increased, the U.S,, in order to deter the North Vi-
etnamese from escalating the war, should deploy a division of
troops to Thailand, coupled with a warning to the North Vietnam-
ese.!’ If necessary, the troops would then be moved up to the
border of Laos and another division brought into Thailand. If these
steps were not effective, another division could be brought into
Vietnam, “and so on.” This proposal, Hilsman said, was opposed by
the “never again” school in the Pentagon that resisted any limita-
tions on the use of force.!2

It should be noted, however, that the Pentagon’s Office of Inter-
national Security Affairs (ISA), headed by William Bundy, also dis-
agreed with proposed incursions into Laos, and ISA and State
agreed that it would be preferable to continue CIA-sponsored
covert activities in Laos in order not to threaten Laotian sovereign-
ty or disturb the 1962 Geneva Accords.!3

The December 1963 McNamara Report

Adding to the uncertainties of the situation were reports from
Vietnam that the new junta was not performing as well as expect-
ed, and that the strategic hamlet plan was proving to be far less
effective than originally anticipated. There was also evidence that
the Communists had been able to take advantage of the conditions
created by the coup, and were making new gains in some areas.

Although U.S. military leaders continued to express optimism,
President Johnson, as he said in his memoirs, thought that the
U.S. “had been misled into over-optimism,” and sent McNamara
(others on the trip included McCone and William Bundy) to Viet-
nam for a report on the situation.

After another of his whirlwind tours (he and McCone were in
Vietnam for two days, December 19 and 20), McNamara returned
on December 21 to give his report.

These were its major points:14

1. Summary. The situation is very disturbing. Current
trends, unless reversed in the next 2-3 months, will lead to

19To Move a Nation, p. 5217.

11]bid., pp. 538-534.

121bid., p. 534.

'3PP, Gravel ed., vol. I1I, p. 117.

“Exeergted from the text in ibid., pi. 494-496. On Dec. 28, 1963, McCone submitted a brief
report of his own to the President, in which he said that he felt ‘“‘a little less pessimistic” than

McNamara. Johnson Library, NSF Country File, Vietnam.
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neutralization at best and most li ist-

tr%lled izatic kely to a Communist-con-
. The new government is the greate

It és i;}(liec(i)sive and drifting. . . .g st source of concern.
. e Country Team is the second major weakness.

lacks leadership, has been poorly infomJled, and is nglt;

W(:lrkl‘lilg t%z. common plan. . . .

4. Viet Cong progress has been great during the peri
since the coup. . . . The Viet Cong now contr%l ver)r" higﬁ
proportions of the people in certain ke provinces, particu-
larly those directly south and west of S};igon. Ce

5. Infiltration of men and equipment from North Viet-
nam contlnug§. -+ . [“To counter this infiltration,” McNa-
mara added, “we reviewed in Saigon various plans provid-
ing for cross-bqrder operations into Laos. On the scale pro-
posed, I am quite clear that these would not be politically
acceptable or even militarily effective. Qur first need
would be immediate U-2 mapping of the whole Laos and
Cambodian border, and this we are preparing on an urgent
basis. One other step we should take is to expand the exist-
ing hrmted but remarkably effective operations on the
Laos side, the so-called Operation HARDNOSE. . R |

6. Plans for Covert Actions into North Vietnam were pre-
pared as we had requested and . . . present a wide variet
of sabotage and psychological operations against Nortg
Vietnam from which I believe we should aim to select
f-lils(i(se that provide maximum pressure with minimum

1. Possible neutralization of Vietnam is strongl 0
by Minh, and our attitude is somewhat suspectgb);capl?s??}
editorials by the New York Times and mention by Walter
g{:gﬁann Tﬁd othegs._ We reassured them as strongly as

e on this—and in somewh
thg nle]ugralization of Cambodia. .a.t m ore general terms on
- U.S. resources and perso
Costalntially resouroes. ane pe nnel cannot usefully be sub-
nclusion: My appraisal may be overl ssimisti
Harkins, and Minh would probably agreeyw?:h me orf .spLgcdi%'fé
points, but feel that January should see significant improve-
ment. We should watch the ‘situation very carefully, runnin
scared, _fboi)lmg. for the best, but preparing for more forcefu
gg;/is it the situation does not show early signs of improve-
McNamara recommended to Johnson that mor i
military and economic/political, be sent to the ep}'{;gi'nggsws:::i
McCone proposed improving the U.S. intelligence system in Viet-
nam. Both recommendations were approved by the President.

President Johnson also approved on December 21 the establish-
ment of an lnterdtigartmental committee, chaired by Krulak, to
st}xdy‘!;he proposed OPLAN 34-A, and to designate those 0peratfons
with “least risk.” The committee made its report on January 2
1964, and on January 16 the President approved 34-A covert oper:
ations, beginning February 1. (Later in 1&?4, as will be seen, these
operations appear to have played a key role in the incidents in the
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Gulf of Tonkin which resulted in Congress’ passage of the Gulf of
Tonkin Resolution.)

A few days later, Johnson ordered the establishment of an inter-
departmental Vietnam Coordinating Committee under the direc-
tion of William Sullivan to deal with Vietnam. This replaced the
Vietnam Task Force, headed by Kattenburg, and, because it was
deliberately created outside the confines of the State Department’s
Far East Bureau, it took all effective jurisdiction and control over
Vietnam from Hilsman (who was relieved of his duties shortly
thereafter), as well as removing Kattenburg from Vietnam respon-
sibilities.

Before turning to the events of 1964, note should also be taken of
another development in late 1963 that affected the role of the U.S.
in Vietnam. This was the final implementation of Operation
SWITCHBACK, under which all of the CIA’s paramilitary activi-
ties in Vietnam were transferred to the military pursuant to the
conclusions of General Taylor’s study of the Bay of Pigs episode.
This action, which was effective November 1, 1963, increased the
control of the military in the war, and further weakened the CIA’s
efforts to wage an unconventional political war. As Colby said, “it
soon became clear that the military wanted to do its own thing,
and neither wanted nor listened to CIA’s political ideas of how to
fight the war.”15 At the November 20, 1963, Conference in Honolu-
lu, Colby told McNamara that putting covert teams into North
Vietnam would not work. “He listened to me with a cold look and
then rejected my advice. The desire to put pressure onto North
Vietnam prevailed, and there and then the United States militarf'
started the planning and activity that would escalate finally to full-
scale air attacks.”

As 1963 ended, the United States was, as Halberstam said,
caught in a qu ire. There were almost 20,000 U.S. troops in
Vietnam, more than twice the number Taylor had proposed two
Kears earlier; strategic hamlets were failing; the overthrow of Diem

ad not produced the expected improvements in governmental effi-

ciency and public support; and the Communists were stronger than
ever. By the middle of December 1963, it was clear to Washington
{mlicymakers that the plan for withdrawing U.S. forces was no
onger workable if the U.S. was going to continue to defend South
Vietnam. Although no announcement was made of the fact, the
scheduled withdrawal of 1,000 troops was achieved by juggling the
figures to make it look as if there were 1,000 fewer men. This was
done, as the Pentagon Papers stated, ‘‘by concentrating rotations
home in December and letting strength rebound in the subsequent
two months.”’1¢ President Johnson later stated publicly, however,
that 1,000 men had been withdrawn, and Secretary McNamara
made similar statements to congressional committees.!?

On January 2, 1964, General Krulak submitted the report of his
covert operations committee.!® The report recommended that the

's Honorable Men, pi). 219-220.
s PP, Gravel ed., voi. II, p. 303.

17 Public Pad)em of the Presidents, Lyndon B. Johnson, 1963-1964, p. 345.
188e¢e PP,

North Vietnam,” from Krulak to McNamara, Jan.

the covering memo, “North Vietnam rations Paper,” and the attachment, an undated

memorandum for the President entitled ‘‘Operations Against North Vietnam.”

ravel ed., vol. III, pp. 150-153. The regort itself, “Program of Operations Against
, 1964, is still classified. Also classified are
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U.S. initiate the 84-A plan, and by “progressively escalating pres-
sure . . . to inflict increasing punishment upon North Vietnam,
and to create pressures, which may convince the North Vietnamese
leadership, in its own self-interest, to desist from its aggressive
policies.” The 34-A plan, which was to be directed by the military,
was to consist of three phases over 12 months, each phase progres-
sively more punitive. Phase 1 “. . . called for intelligence collec-
tion through U-2 and communications intelligence missions and
psychological operations involving leaflet drops, propaganda kit de-
liveries, and radio broadcasts. It also provided for about ‘20 destruc-
tive undertakings . . . designed to result in substantial destruction,
economic loss, and harassment.’ The second and third phases in-
volved the same categories of action, but of increased tempo and
magnitude, and with the destructive operations extending to ‘tar-
ggps identified with North Vietnam’s economic and industrial well-
ln g-’ ”

Although the Krulak committee concluded that these operations
might not cause the North Vietnamese to desist, there was some
hope among members of the committee and others—although this
apparently did not include any of the top policymakers, who tended
to view 34-A operations as relatively insignificant—that, out of con-
cern for their economy and fear of Chinese intervention, the North
Vietnamese might be ‘inclined as a result of 34-A to cease support-
ing the Communists in the South. According to W. W. Rostow, one
of the administration’s principal proponents of the use of such
gradual pressure, “Ho has an industrial complex to protect: he is
no longer a guerrilla fighter with nothing to lose.”1® But the
Krulak committee also recognized that these operations had to be
punitive enough to be effective: “Toughened, as they have been, by
long years of hardship and struggle, they will not easily be per-
suaded by a punitive program to halt their support of the Viet
Cong insurgency, unless the damage visited upon them is of great
magnitude.” (emphasis in original)

On January 16, 1964, the Krulak committee’s recommendations
were approved by the President.20

There is no indication that the decision to launch the new pro-
gram of covert operations was revealed to Congress. A few Mem-
bers dealing with military matters and the CIA were probably told.
Fulbright also seems to have known. In a speech on March 25
1964, he said that one of the options for the U.S. was to equip thé
South Vietnamese “to attack North Vietnamese territory, possibly
by means of commando-type operations from the sea or the air,”
adding “. . . it seems to me that we have no choice but to support
the South Vietnamese Government and Army by the most effective
means available,” pending other decisions.2!

New Proposals for Neutralization of Vietnam, and a New Coup

As it became apparent that the new junta was not operating ef-
fectively, a number of U.S. and other public figures began to worry

PP, Gravel ed., vol. I1I, p. 163 from a memorandum from Rostow to Rusk, “Southeast Asia,”
Feb. 13, 1964, still classified.

20No NSAM was issued.

#1CR, vol. 110, p. 6232.
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ibili i t in Vietnam and
he possibility of greater U.S. involvemen I
zti}?gl:egctalztfon of thg conflict into a full-scale war. Hilsman hz;ld tp{‘e%
dicted on September 10, in the cox:ir?:a of ;;larémng the:. :((i)utg, go :te nl1
i 1d have to be prepa tem-
we start down this path we wou be prepared to conter-
late the use of U.S. forces on the grqug in Vietnam. This i
what Senator Russell probably had in mind w he is said to bave
late in 1963, when the President aske 1
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wer a government that would ask us to go hpme. 1 orivate.
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throughout Southeast Asia, .and 1 throug ot e e the
search of victory. What natlongl interes vi uld steel the
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Uls)ugfgg Christmas week, Johnson telephoned Mansﬁgld’s asailst-
ant, Francis Valeo, and in resgg;xszi II\_I’Iansﬁtel:ii :}}el;lt .}]gll?n ;)rxllo h:g
: January 7, 1964. e noted t ) ) d
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- % Times, May 1, 1966. .
Z:ﬁ“gm ’,’3,’,'.°{'{,2”’J‘§‘1§3‘;oﬁ"£‘ibfﬁiy NSF Aides File, McGeorge Bundy Memos for the Presi-

dent. .
24Same location.
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10 d s : . (13 : : 1y«
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, when he i
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28All of the memos are in the Johnson Libra i i
) ry, NSF Country File,
" It;sh:ulghalso be noted that during the early months of l1%64 :hev lPresetlmi::lno:nt was also bei
| rgored};: Je;ter Bowles, U.S. Ambassador to India, to seek a neutralist solution but h vas
ign y Johngon as he had been by Kennedy. Kalb and Abel, Roots of Involve;nen!, pe le"!la
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Mansfield’s analogy with Korea neglects the fact that a very
solid anti-Communist base existed in South Korea when the ar-
mistice was worked out in 1953. Moreover, the U.S. presence
has continued. There is literally no comparison between this
solution and proposals for “neutralization” and U.S. withdraw-
al in the present situation in South Vietnam. When we are
stronger, then we can face negotiation.

Perhaps you can trade with Mike Mansfield: his support for
the war effort against our support, which is real, for new and
energetic political, social, and economic programs in South
Vietnam.

McNamara’s memorandum made these points.

1. We should certainly stress that the war is essentially a Vi-
etnamese responsibility, and this we have repeatedly done, par-
ticularly in our announced policy on U.S. troop withdrawal. At
the same time we cannot disengage U.S. prestige to any signifi-
cant degree. . . .

2. The security situation is serious, but we can still win, even
on present ground rules. . . .

3.. .. any deal either to divide the present territory of South
Vietnam or to “neutralize”’ South Vietnam would inevitably
mean a new government in Saigon that would in short order
become Communist-dominated.

4. The consequences of a Communist-dominated South Viet-
nam are extremely serious both for the rest of Southeast Asia
and for the U.S. position in the rest of Asia and indeed in
other key areas of the world. . . .

5. Thus, the stakes in preserving an anti-Communist South
Vietnam are so high that, in our judgment, we must go on
bending every effort to win. In the final analysis, Senator
Mansfield is challenging what he regards as the gross imbal-
ance between the extent of our involvement in Southeast Asia
and our narrow self-interests in the area. My assessment of
our important security interests is that they unquestionably
call for holding the line against further Communist gains. And,
I am confident that the American people are by and large in
favor of a policy of firmness and strength in such situations.

Rusk also disagreed with Mansfield’s proposals. He called the
proposal for neutralization “a phony,” adding that “what the com-
munists mean by ‘neutralization’ of South Viet-Nam is a regime
which would not have support from the West and would be an easy
prey to a communist takeover.” In a statement submitted with his
memo, Rusk said: “We do not believe that North Vietnam’s terror-
ism can be called off by ‘an astute diplomatic offensive’ at this
time. While diplomacy may eventually play a role, we believe this
will happen only after the North Vietnamese become convinced
that they cannot succeed in destroying the Republic of Vietnam by
guerrilla warfare.” The statement added: ‘“We believe the fight
against the Viet Cong can be won without major and direct United
States involvement provided the new South Vietnamese Govern-
ment takes the proper political, economic and social actions to win
fh(,a’ support of the rural people and uses its armed forces effective-

y.
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On January 13, Theodore Sorensen, Kennedy’s assistant wh
still on the.White House staff, sent President {,Iohnson a mem%x");?:
dum in which he said, “. . . I am certain that Messrs. McNamara
Rusk and Bundy are right in stating that the partition or neutral-
ization of South Vietnam today, or even our proposing such parti-
tion or neutralization, would, under present conditions, lead to a
Communist takeover in that country, a weakening of our prestige
and security throughout Asia and an increase in the possibilities of
a major military involvement in that area. This would have greater
political ha}bilities than our present course. The commitment to
preserve Vietnamese independence was not made by Democrats—
but we are not free to abandon it.”

Sorensen suggested, however, that if the U.S. proposed some
form of neutralization of all of Vietnam, or a cease-fire, rejection of
thesq by the Communists would make the burden for continued
fighting fall on them, and thus improve the position of the U.S. at
home and abroad. .

He also suggested that the President should make it clear that it
was up to the South Vietnamese to win the war, “ . . so that if
during the next four months the new government fails to take the
necessary political, economic, social and military actions, it will be
thelrnzcglmce and not our betrayal or weakness that loses the
area.

On January 30, 1964, the government of General Minh
ousted by a coup led by General Nguyen Khanh, one of the Div;?ns
. coup plotters. The U.S. Government was given several days notice

of the Khanh coup, and Lodge was told not to become involved.
The role, if any, of the U.S. Government in the coup is not known
Khanh told the U.S. in advance of the coup that some of the lead-
ing _membex:s of the junta were planning to negotiate the neutral-
1zfaggn of \zftnin}, but there is no evidence as to the possible effect
of this on . e -
Washingt i 'f-z attitudes and actions of U.S. officials in Saigon and

Lodge attempted to justify the cha i

to Wathingm I;aying, Jin pa¥t o nge of government in a cable
If Khanh is able, his advent to power may give this country
one-man command in place of a junta. This may be good. We
ha.v'e everything we need in Viet Nam. The U.S. has provided
mlhtar)f advice, training, equipment; economic and social help;
an_d political advice. The Government of Viet Nam has put/ rel-
atively large numbers of good men into important positions
and has evolved civil and military procedures which appear to

be workable. Therefore, our side knows how to do it; we have
the means with which to do it; we simply need to do it. This

!rtequires a tough and ruthless commander. Perhaps Khanh is
it.

2¢Johnson Library, NSF Country File, Vietnam. Available records do not indi
> ’ . . e ’ - te
Prnesldent thnsoq replied in writing to Senator Mansfield, or talked pemnallyl:‘vizhcahimﬁhether
For a discussion of the factors involved in the coup see PP, Gravel ed., vol. II, pp. 306-309
Ex;g VOLVJI'IlIs’Opp.tg?.sl\% ABAe(f;ore and during the coup, the U.S. was kept fully informed bg' Col.
r Wilson, ’ i ' :
Sas g):ghout on, affii by adviser for Khanh's I Corps, who was in Khanh's comman post
281bid., vol. III, p. 89.
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On January 31, 1964, French President Charles de Gaulle, an ad-
vocate for many years of a unified, independent Vietnam, repeated
this recommendation.2? In a news conference on February 1, Presi-
dent Johnson was asked about de Gaulle's proposal. He replied
that neutralization of both South and North Vietnam ‘“would be
considered sympathetically,” but that neutralization did not appear
likely, and that the course the U.S. was following was “the only
course for us to follow. . . . We plan to pursue it diligently and, we
hope, successfully on a stepped-up basis.” He was asked whether de
Gaulle’s proposal did not provide for neutralizing both North and
South Vietnam, and how this differed from his statement that such
a proposal would be considered sympathetically. He replied that
the questioner would have to ask de Gaulle about his plan; as he
understood it, proposals for neutralization applied only to South
Vietnam.3°

De Gaulle’s proposal was praised, however, by Mansfield. In a
speech in the Senate on February 19, 1964,3! he said that while
neutralization might be difficult to achieve, it should not be lightly
dismissed. “Do we ourselves,” he asked, “in terms of our national
interests as seen in juxtaposition to the cost in American lives and
resources, prefer what exists in South Vietnam to what exists in
Laos or in Cambodia? Do we prefer another Vietnamese type of
American involvement or perhaps a Korean-type involvement in
these other countries and elsewhere in Southeast Asia?”’ “There
has not been and there does not exist today,” he declared, “a basis
in our national interests which would justify the assumption of pri-
mary American responsibility in this situation which might well
involve the sacrifice of a vast number of American lives not only in
South Vietnam but, by extension, in North Vietnam, in Cambodia,
in Laos, if not, indeed, in China itself.”

In Saigon, according to one report, ‘“Mansfield’s statement
strengthened a growing body of opinion among Vietnamese and
Americans here that the United States is sick of this war and is
looking for a way out. Officially there was no reaction. Privately
and unofficially, reaction ran the gamut of clichés from shock to
dismay to anger. ‘Of course it wasn’t the Senator’s intention to give
aid and comfort to the Communists and undermine Vietnamese
and American morale,’ said a top American official. ‘But that’s ex-
actly what he did. And he couldn’t have done a better job if his
speech had been written in Hanoi.’’32

Walter Lippmann, the noted political columnist, also urged that
de Gaulle’s proposal be considered, but the New York Times’ James
Reston disagreed, saying:33

The most dangerous and likely immediate prospect is not
that the Communists will win the war in South Vietnam or
that the United States will carry the war to North Vietnam

2°De Gaulle was not stz}ggesting neutralization per se, as Bernard Fall pointed out in an excel-
lent analysis, “What De Gaulle Actually Said About Vietnam,” Reporter, Oct. 24, 1963.

30 Public Papers of the Presidents, Lyndon B, Johnson, 1963-1964, pp. 257, 259, 260,

31CR, vol. 110, p. 3114.

32Keyes Beech, ChiCﬁo Daily News Service, in the Washington Post, Feb. 22, 1964,

3 New York Times, Mar. 1, 1964. A similar position against negotiations was taken by Zbig-
niew Brzezinski, sub q tly a ber of State’s Policy Planning Staff under President John-
son, and national security adviser to President Carter. See Washington Post, Mar. 1, 1964.
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but that in the atmosphere of rumor, confusion and intrigue in‘

Saigon another coup d’etat, the third in 100 days, will bring in

a neutralist South Vietnamese Government that will order us |

out and negotiate t : .
free to tal: egover. a settlement that will leave the Communistg

This would be almost as bad for the West as a military disas.

ter. We could not impose our
npo presence on a South Vi
‘Glgx;ernment that d}dn t want us, and with U.S. pyvﬁtrngfﬁeﬁ
letnam, the situation would really, in the President’s phrase

g0 to pot.” The Communists would be free to expand in south- }

east Asia almost at will.

Senator Jacob K. Javits (R/N.Y.) i |
: : - ) .Y.) took issue with
While agreeing that it was Important to consider v;iternl\ggr\:gts‘l,eﬁ ]

said, “. . . the minute we begi
) gin to talk about neutralizati
?viqtia!lsm,. the backbone and the spirit could go outr %f!ztahttleo:ct? o
1ce is being taken in this stuggle.” on
ére was a consensus among the American peopl i i
that “. . . our presence there is important enmf)ghpt: ’V;I:r‘;lat?xtsﬁ;ié

risks we are running.” Moreover, “. . . they will accept these °

risks—yes, even accept the casualti i i
\ : es—if th i
:emotest. chance in that way to keep the Cor?mtl)fxiliize t}le;e o the
o%{)assmg Vlletnam.” grip from en-
.[1ere was also a consensus, he said, “. . . that if
gfgtlgtlil:l grfl' i(;‘rle::lﬁza}& 1?12 Gaulle ffn:-t that area, it wlouvlvde ?ggfgsegnzh:
merican effort, some lessening i
gerhaps even a decision to pull out ® Governmen &
o it 8 decis _pull ou ’fmd let the Government of
Javits agaen. atever it pleases.
- . . Let us remember that even i
I | a great nat
lc:st;‘al%ﬁ: cgg:gflgo 11_1t order to a}\lroid even gr(legltr;lexr'n g:;uilig:;
r. ) sition in south and southeast Asia—
senting still a rampart against the ab an rolled en.
) : lutely uncontrolled
pansion of Communist China whifi:l;i e 4 1its bl
¢ ( 1ist | , preaches to all i
gxoai‘fidltsb lliltltlsr;:ctfﬁ caalllmy 1:hthtleJ d%;té'ugtion not only of! t:hge(f)'felg
, bt e Uni tates of Americ i
mg%f 5 el: seetr(:l: to me is only insurance against aa afr’:xdtul::
which s Wn}ll?ch C(f(l);'re;lbod}ng In terms of the intentions at the
! sqt\s'ery oy unist China declared and reiterated for
avits concluded by saying that what th
y ! r e US. i
have gﬁgr!;.}_lt 1geou,lg. No one in the Pentagon or in t&“&iﬁ&gn‘ggg
save thatJlth ri abopt it. It is high time that some people under-
in order to maeke :inrf l;;?;ielt)e:grlr?eare adultst. bThlfy o saaand that
] et, eggs must be J’84
oflzﬁgrgfgsggt;ﬁ eZighl(Xg, .cha(ibrman of the Far éggf réubcommit’t,ee
1gn Alfairs Committee, also took i i
posals for neutralization. In a s h on 20, Swhiep, Bro-
posals Jor. . ,speech on February 20, which was
said:“e 0 counter Mansfield’s speech the previous day, Zablocki
Such expressions from Ameri i
. : 1cans it seems t
disservice to the brave Vietnamese peoplesw?u;n ﬁ;igg ?iegrn%‘:

34CR, vol. 110, pp. 327
ssfbid, p. 32267 78279,
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strated, and are continuing to demonstrate their desire to win
the present guerrilla conflict against the Communist Viet-
cong. . . . The effect of statements, from American legislators,
whether or not they have the sanction and approval of the ad-
ministration, are bound to. be construed by the Vietnamese as
indications that the United States is growing weary of the
grueling guerrilla war and want to pull out.

Nothing could be further from the truth. The people of the
United States want Communist aggression defeated in Viet-
nam.

. . . Besides worrying our Vietnamese allies, these state-
ments give aid and comfort to the North Vietnamese and the
Vietcong.

Zablocki added that neutralization would “result in complete
Communist dominance in the whole of the Indochina Penin-
sula. . . . We cannot give way—or appear to give way before the
expansionist policies of Communist China. Instead, we must make
our stand in Vietnam as long as the freedom-loving people of that
nation ask our assistance in this joint endeavor against commu-
nism.”

Zablocki was not opposed to further U.S. military involvement.
“While we do not wish additional commitments of men and equip-
ment in South Vietnam, let us not hesitate to provide them should
it become necessary. While we do not wish to involve U.S. troops in
direct fighting in South Vietnam, let us not shrink from such in-
volvement should it become necessary.”

In conjunction with his speech, Zablocki had reprinted in the
Congressional Record an article on February 16, 1964, by the es-
teemed military correspondent for the New York Times, Hanson W.
Baldwin, in which Baldwin reported that “South Vietnam's
moment of truth appears to be at hand. . . . The Communists hold
the initiative in much of the country, and the ultimate outcome is
in doubt.”’3¢

Baldwin concluded:
There is no doubt that the stakes are high in Vietnam. They

are considerably more important than the economic, political,
and strategic value of the country. For in Vietnam the United
States has fielded, for the first time, its concept of counterin-
surgency and has made its first all-out attempt to erect a de-
fense against Communism’s creeping aggressions and Premier
Khrushchev’s tactics of national wars of liberation. If the de-
fense fails, if the dam breaks, there will be no clear-cut line
drawn against Communist expansion in Southeast Asia or any-
where else in the world. A new victory for communism would
have most serious international and domestic consequences.
Because the United States has been morally, militarily, and
politically committed in South Vietnam, because its prestige is
involved and because the consequences of failure would have
worldwide repercussions, most, but not all, Washington offi-
cials believe the price of victory must be paid even if the price
includes some limited commitment of U.S. combat forces.

36 Ibid., pp. 3228-3229.
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this has been specifically rejected by North Vietnam and the
Communist China government, and we believe if we attempted
to neutralize, the Commies would stay in North Vietnam. We
would abandon South Vietnam. The Communists would take
over South Vietnam. (3) We can send Marines a la Goldwater
and other U.S. forces against the sources of these aggressions
but our men may well be bogged down in a long war against
numerically superior North Vietnamese and Chicom forces
100,000 miles from home. (4) We continue our present policy of
providing training and logistical support of South Vietnamese
forces. This policy has not failed. We propose to continue it.
Secretary McNamara’s trip to South Vietnam will provide us
with an opportunity to again appraise the prospects of the
policy and the future alternatives open to us.

Fulbright. I think that’s right . . . that’s exactly what rd
arrive at under these circumstances at least for the foreseeable
future.

President. Now when he comes back though and if we're
losing with what we're doing, we've got to decide whether to
send them in or whether to come out and let the dominoes fall.
That’s where the tough one is going to be. And you do some
heavy thinking and let’s decide what we do.

Fulbright. Righto.

Fulbright reacted in part by giving a speech in the Senate on
March 25 in which, among other things, he criticized the French:3°

Recent initiatives by France, calling for the neutralization of

Vietnam, have tended to confuse the situation, without alter-
ing it in any fundamental way. France could, perhaps, play a
constructive mediating role if she were willing to consult and
cooperate with the United States. For somewhat obscure rea-
sons, however, France has chosen to take an independent initi-
ative . . . the problem posed by French intervention in South-
east Asia is that while France may set off an unforeseeable
chain of events, she is neither a major military force nor a
major economic force in the Far East, and is therefore unlikely
to be able to control or greatly influence the events which her
initiative may precipitate . . . It is difficult to see how a nego-
tiation, under present military circumstances, could lead to
termination of the war under conditions that would preserve
the freedom of South Vietnam. It is extremely difficult for a
party to a negotiation to achieve by diplomacy objectives which
it has conspicuously failed to win by warfare. The hard fact of
the matter is that our bargaining position is at present a weak
one; and until the equation of advantages between the two
sides has been substantially altered in our favor, there can be
little prospect of a negotiated settlement which could secure
the independence of a non-communist South Vietnam.

Cacophony in Congress
Meanwhile, there were more discordant voices in the Senate. On
March 4, Morse delivered a major speech on U.S. foreign policy in

39CR, vol. 110, p. 6232.
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which he criticized the U.S. role in Vietnam: “We should never
have gone in. We should never have stayed in. We should get
out.”4% He continued:

American unilateral participation in the war of South Viet-
nam cannot be justified, and will not be justified in American
history. As I have made clear to the State Department, this ad-
ministration had better be warned now that when the casualty
lists of American boys in South Vietnam increase until the
mothers and fathers of those boys—and, yes, the American
people generally—start crying “Murder,” no administration
will stand.

. . . let us not forget that the French people finally turned
out a French government because they decided that French
bﬁys—the best of French blood—were being murdered in Indo-
china. . . .

The effort to continue dominating the western shores of the
Pacific, not to mention any part of the Indian Ocean, will be
increasingly costly to us in blood and money. I am flatly and
completely opposed to any expansion of our commitments
there, and to increasing the scale of our participation in the
Vietnamese war.

I am opposed to it because American involvement in any
Asian conflict is going to be a nuclear involvement. I am satis-
fied that there is no other way this country could meet the
manpower and geographic advantages that a Chinese-backed
force would have over us.

I am permitted to say, within the bounds of secrecy and in
my capacity as a member of the Foreign Relations Committee
who individually has passed a judgment upon American for-
eign policy in Asia, that we cannot win a land war in Asia
with American conventional ground forces: That is fully recog-
nized by outstanding military experts.

I cannot think of a greater mistake that this country could
make than to seek to escalate the war in South Vietnam by
using conventional American forces in North Vietnam or in
any other areas to the north of South Vietnam.

Therefore 1 say to the American people, from the floor of the
Senate this afternoon, “You have the right to ask your Govern-
ment now, Do you have plans for sending American boys to
their deaths by the tens of thousands in escalating the South
Vietnam war above South Vietnam?”

Senator Allen J. Ellender (D/La.), a conservative Southern Dem-
ocrat who was a top-ranking member of the Senate Appropriations
Committee, and who had visited Vietnam several times during
overseas study missions in the late 1950s-early 1960s, agreed with
Morse that the U.S. should not be involved in Vietnam, and that
U.S. forces should be withdrawn.

On March 10, Senator Ernest Gruening (D/Alaska) also made a
major speech in which he advocated U.S. withdrawal from Viet-
nam.4! “The war in South Vietnam,” he said, “is not and never

497bid., pp. 4357-4359.
“1Ibid., pp. 4831 ff. See also his remarks on Apr. 15, p. 8071. -
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U.S. war. It is and must remain a fight”tg be fought and
lv:/?)snbs;nt}?e people of South Vietnam themselves.” “Let lus %ettolu:
of Vietnam,” he concluded, “on as good terms as possible—but le

t.”
uS’Iglfg (:::axt day (March 11), Senator 'Thom‘a‘.s Dodd (1_)/ Conrf.),Lani
swered Gruening, in a speech entitled S_out‘}‘1 Vietnam: Las
Chance for Freedom in Asia,” in which he said, “We n}}lst ats)ssutrﬁe
that at this moment, we are losing. Only a supreme e 'or(tl S)i': A e
South Vietnamese and an increased effort by the Unite S at le:s
will turn back the Communist tide.” If”\’letnam f.'ell,_Dodti1 sai d,d de
Pacific would become a “Red ocean. Neutra}lgatlon, e ad ed,
would be a “dishonest substitute for unconditional surren ((elr.d
Dodd, speaking unofficially for the administration, recomr(rllen e
guerrilla operations against the coast of Nox:th Vietnam, an1 pos}sll-
ble airstrikes against the north. The solution to the prob em“ezz
said, would be to carry the war “to its source: North4¥1etnam.
On March 11, Gruening wrote to President Johnson: ¢
As the opposition is warming up and trying to blame you for
some of the problems that you have inherited and in the cre-
ation of which you played no part, I thought it desirable to %ml-
phasize this in a speech on the Viet Nam situation, whic

ill be helpful. )

hoIpewv;;lezase; that Dick Russell, Chairman of thg Armeg

Services Committee, warmly congratulated me on this spee;:
and said he agreed with me completely. He told me that at the
time that the decision was made by the Eisenhower adminis-
tration to go into Viet Nam, ten years ago, he strongly coun-

selled against it, but his advice was not heeded. lusi

The reactions I have gotten so far lead me to the conc _usmr}

that our getting out and ﬁheh;lmttmg 1of an end to the killing o

rican boys would be highly popu ar. )
Gr?xg;eing also zvrote to Fulbright suggesting that the Forelgrll1 _Rﬁ-
lations Committee question McNamz_ira about the extent to whic t’
during his recent trip, he had comquttegl the U.S. to provide asgls: -
ance to Vietnam. (McNamara's trip, discussed below, occurreh in
early March 1964.) Gruening told Fulbx“‘lght that he was appre t'en-
sive about the situation in Vietnam. “My study of the situa lex:
convinces me that this is largely a civil war inside of Sout_hl ie
Nam and that we should try to disen_gage qurselves as I:apu_i y a&t;"
possible. I find no justiﬁcaption for coll'ltlm:id m?,erventlon in view o
ast sacrificing of American lives nere. ]

aul“?l%rri)ght replied tﬁat he shared Gruening’s appreh.ensmnl atl.)out
the situation in South Vietnam. He said that the Foreign R(? ations
Committee customarily asked McNamqra for briefings on hls_ trips,
but that he had not had an opportunity to arrange a meeting on

tary’s most recent trip. ) .
th%‘l?ﬁ)crlightr%hen sent Gruening’s letter to the Foreign Relations
Committee’s acting chief of staff with a note suggesting that a
meeting be arranged.** (The meeting was held on March 26.)

37bid,, pp. 4986-4992.
i 312, _ )
11%’.‘,-‘."2‘2':,2;‘,’;: okt i.lsgél?o the University of Arkansas, Fulbright Papers, series 48, box 6.
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Gruening’s fellow Democratic Senator from Alaska, Senator E. L.
“Bob” Bartlett, was also troubled by the increasing U.S. commit-
ment in Vietnam. In a Senate speech on the same day as Mans-
field’s he said he did not think that the U.S. could or should with-
draw at that time, but he noted, “We are attempting to find a mili-
tary solution in Vietnam and if we are determined to win, the cost
of this solution will have just begun.” He welcomed, therefore, the
diplomatic initiatives of the French, and urged that the U.S. take a
more flexible, less rigid and dogmatic approach to the situation in
the Far East, especially towards the Communist Chinese. French
recognition of China (which had occurred in early 1964), he said,
could help in bringing about a peaceful resolution of the conflict in
Indochina. In the U.S., he added, China should be taken “out of do-
mestic politics.” Only by “defusing” the China issue could the U.S.
begin reevaluating and reshaping its policy toward the Far East.

In another speech on March 7, Bartlett summed up his posi-
tion:45

We must at all costs avoid being cast in the role of an impe-
rialistic, colonial power. If, through misadventure or folly, we
should allow the struggle in Viet Nam to become one of Asian
versus white intruders, we have lost a good deal more than
South Viet Nam.

The war in South Viet Nam is a South Vietnamese war. It
will be won only by the South Vietnamese themselves. It will
only be won when they have something worth winning it for.

Our best hope appears, I believe, to hold and strengthen the
military situation as best we can while at the same time to
press hard for improvements in the central government.
Unless the soldier and the peasant believe there is real hope
for economic and social reform, we cannot win. If there is such
hope, we shall not lose.

In the House, however, there was considerable support for a
stronger U.S. role. Gerald R. Ford (R/Mich.) and Daniel J. Flood
(D/Pa.), both of whom were on the House Appropriations Commit-
tee, took issue with McNamara and Taylor’s reassurances about
the situation in Vietnam in a closed hearing of that committee on
February 17, 1964. Representative Flood said that there was divi-
sion of command in Vietnam between the Vietnamese and the
U.S., and that “We command and control nothing.” Taylor agreed
that the U.S. had no command responsibilities, but explained that
the U.S. did have some control. Flood replied, “A division of com-
mand always results in the failure of national policy.” He said he
was not advocating the use of U.S. combat forces, but he told
Taylor, “You have come to the Rubicon. Very, very soon in South
Vietnam you are at the end of the line. You have to make up your
mind very soon, General, that you are going to command, or you
are not going to command. If you are not going to command, you
are a dead duck, you cannot win.” “Whether you are going to com-
mand or not,” he added, “is a matter of politics vis-a-vis the people

4°This speech by Senator Bartlett was given at a conference on Mar. 7, sponsored by The
Johnson Foundation (Racine, Wisconsin), the proceeding of which were gublished by the founda-
tion in 1964 under the title “Viet Nam.” For a subsequent Senate speech by Bartlett on June 15,
1964, see CR, vol. 110, pp. 13842-13844.
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and the Government of South Vietnam. But the question whether
you are going to stay in there or not is—are you going to com-
and?”’48
mRepresentative (later President) Ford also spoke up after one par-
ticular comment by McNamara in his testimony. McNamara said,
“We hope that, with our full support, the new [Khanh] government
can take hold and eventually suppress the Viet Cong insurrec-
tion. . . . However, the survival of an independent government in
South Vietnam is so important to the security of all of southeast
Asia and to the free world that I can conceive of no alternative
other than to take all necessar%measures within our capability to
prevent a Communist victory. We must prove that Communist ag-
gression cannot succeed through subversion, but will fail as surely
as it has failed in direct confrontation.”47 )
Responding to this, Ford—who, along with other Republicans on
the committee, was to some extent baiting McNamara politically—
said “I don’t want you [McNamara] to hesitate to say, because of a
fear you might be criticized, that we would use all necessary U.S,;
forces to achieve what you have indicated is so vitally important.
McNamara replied off-the-record, and Ford added:4®
. . . there somehow seems to be a reluctance on the part of
Administration officials to commit U.S. forces to combat for a
Vietnamese-United States victory, and I don’t thjnk this is a
proper or prudent attitude. If we want victory or if we want to
prevent a Communist victory I think we have to be prepared to
make commitments. I don’t like to see strong words used and
then when we come to the point of imglementmg them, we
back off. Now, I don’t like the use of U.S. forces overseas any
better than anybody else, but I think we have to make some
hard choices every once in a while and if what you say here is
what you believe, I don’t see how you can back off_ from that
viewpoint if the potential circumstances become reaht‘l‘es. .
McNamara replied, before again going off the record, “We will
make whatever hard choices have to be made.”

Anticipating a Crisis, the U.S. Increases Aid

The growing political and governmental problems of South Viet-
nam during the latter part of 1963 and early 1964 made it increas-
ingly apparent that the “essential premise”’—an effective system of
self-government—was lacking, and that the U.S. would nged’ to in-
crease its commitment or find a way to withdraw. Harkins’ quar-
terly MACV report from Saigon on February 2, 1964, concluded by

48U S., Congress, House, Committee on Appropriations, De; rtment of Defense Appropriations
for 1965, Subcg:mmitt.ee Hearings, pt. 4, 88th Cong., 2d sess. (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Govt. Print.
Off., 1964), p. 101. Also indicative of congressional skepticism about the progress of the war and
the role of the U.S. were questions raised when McNamara testified in executive sessions of the
House Armed Services Committee on Jan. 27 and 29, 1964, just before the Khanh coup. (These
hearings are still closed, but there are excerpts in PP, Gravel ed., vol. III, pp. 35-36.) He was
asked if he continued to be as optimistic about withdrawing U.S. forces as he had been in Qct.
1963, and whether the withdrawal plan was still in effect. He replied that it was a “South Viet-
namese war,” that the role of the lg.S. was to help them, and that “by keeg}ng the crutch there
too long we would weaken the Vietnamese rather than strengthen them.” He was asked wheth-
er the U.S. was planning “to do anything to bring this war to the VC . . . to change the modus
operandi of this war, so far as the bleeding of this country is concerned?” Again, he replied that
it was a Vietnamese war. L.

*7Department of Defense Appropriations for 1965, p. 12.

*8hd., p. 117.
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saying, “. . . no amount of military effort or capability can comef
pensate for poor politics. Therefore, although the prospects for ang
improved military posture are good, the ultimate achievement of
the established military goal depends primarily upon the quality of {
support achieved by the political leadership of the government of
Vietnam at all levels.” As the Pentagon Papers analysis notes,

“Here again was an explicit judgment that the sine qua non of an 4
effective counterinsurgency operation was a stable, broadly-based, {
popular and effective government. It was acknowledged at this }

time, as it had been acknowledged before concerning other govern-

ments, that a government of these qualities did not exist. But . oo
there was apparently always the hope that fate would not close in [

before something happened to change the situation.”+®

During February 1964, the situation in Vietnam worsened rapid- |
ly as the Communists, who had accelerated their efforts in Decem- §
ber 1963 after a decision by the North Vietnamese to provide great- |
er assistance to the guerrillas in the south, increased their hold on |
the countryside. On February 12, supported by a survey in Viet- |
nam by Lyman D. Kirkpatrick (then one of the highest ranking |
CIA officials), and Peer de Silva, the new station chief in Saigon |
(replacing Richardson), the CIA concluded in a Special National In- §
telligence Estimate that “the situation in South Vietnam is very |

serious and prospects uncertain. Even with U.S. assistance as it is
now, we believe that, unless there is a marked improvement in the
effectiveness of the South Vietnamese government and armed
forces, South Vietnam has, at best, an even chance of withstanding
the insurgency menace during the next few weeks or months.”
Kirkpatrick said he was “shocked by the number of our people and
of the military, even those whose job is always to say we are win-
ning, who feel that the tide is against us.”5°

From his post on the NSC staff, Forrestal felt the same way, and
in a memorandum to McNamara on February 14, in which he
made some suggestions for the trip McNamara was to make to
Vietnam in the middle of March, Forrestal said, among other
things, “I have the impression that since last November 1st [the
date Diem was deposed] our own efforts in support of what we call
the Strategic Hamlet Program have deteriorated badly . . . all of
the mixed civil and military counterinsur ency programs which
about a year ago seemed to be working well.”51

Faced with this critical situation, the U.S. responded, first, politi-
cally, by efforts to achieve greater control over the machinery of
government and the conduct of the war in South Vietnam, and,
second, militarily, by stepping up pressures on the Communists,
particularly by extending the war into North Vietnam.

The political response took the form primarily of increased pres-
sure on the South Vietnamese to expand the role and influence of
U.S. advisers, civilian as well as military. When this proposal
(which was similar to General Lansdale’s 1961 recommendation for
“encadrement”) was first broached with the Jjunta after the Novem-

49PP, Gravel ed., vol. II, p. 41. .

®°These and other excerpts from the Kirkpatrick report, and the excerpt from the SNIE, are
in ibid., pp. 41-42. Both reports are still classified.

!Johnson Library, NSF Aides File, McGeorge Bundy Memos to the President.
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oup, General Minh argued that it wopld “play into the
}lzz;dlsg ?)% fhe pVC and make the Vietnamese officials look 11}{e lapk-
g. There would be a colonial flavor to the whqle pacification
gff(;rt. Minh added that even in the worst and- clqmsugst days_ of the
French they never went into the villages or districts.” He said that
U.S. training of troops organized among pohtlca‘\‘l sects (he men-
tioned specifically the Cao Dai and the Hoa Hao) “was bad because
they then became American type spldlers, not V1.etnz-1mese sol-
diers.” “‘We simply cannot govern this country if this kind of con-
duct continues.”’52 Minh and his colleagues doubtless were con-
cerned that they would suffer the same fqte as D}em, and vx_'anted
to limit U.S. influence in the internal affairs of Vietnam. It is also
arguable, however, that, like Diem and Nhu, they. resenteq the
growing dominance of the United States, and genuinely believed
that Americanization of the war would play into the hands of the
munists.
Colx}]nable to persuade Minh, the U.S. attempted to get Khanh to
accept the idea. On February 3, 1964, only a week after the coup,
and the day before Khanh formally took office, the State Depart-
ment urged the U.S. mission in Saigon to reopen the question of
placing more U.S. advisers in sub-units of the Governmeqt of South
Vietnam. State told Lodge, “It might be useful to point out to
Khanh that . . . proposed extension U.S. advisory structure would
represent expansion U.S. commitment to support GVN in waxl'
against VC.” Moreover, if Khanh would not agree to a genera
plan, State told Lodge to suggest that U.S. advisers be used in sev-
eral districts “to lay basis for determining whether thers 18 any
substantial ill effect in political sense from their presence.” Khanh
not only agreed to this latter suggestion (he accepted U.S. advisers
in 13 districts in the delta), but went so fa_r as to apk Lodge to rec-
ommend Vietnamese for the position of Prime Minister and for the
Cabinet. Lodge suggested some names, but, according to the Pentg;
gon Papers, he did not recommend individuals foy specific posts.
In addition to these political proposals, U.S. policymakers consid-
ered a range of new military programs. On January 22, 1964, Gen-
eral Taylor, Chairman of the JCS, sent a comprehensive JCS
memorandum to McNamara recommending an expansion of mili-
tary operations in Southeast Asia, especially Vletngm, which he
said was needed to achieve the victory over Communist forces that
President Johnson had reaffirmed as the U.S. goal in N%AM 273
(November 26, 1963). “In order to achieve that victory,” Taylor
said, “the Joint Chiefs of Staff are of the opinion that the United
States must be prepared to put aside many of the self-imposed re-
strictions which now limit our efforts, and to undertake bolder ac-
tions which may embody greater risks.” )
These were the principal justlfic?.‘ltlons‘s fnd recommendations pre-
8 i t important memorandum: .
ented(})ﬁr&'};itly vl:f(e’ and the South Vietnamese are fighting the war
on the enemy’s terms. He has determined the locale, the

::ﬂ’:f';v%log"f";,‘.'gl' P S S ahington 1451, Jan. 81, 1964, and 1483, Feb. 4, 1964, and

i i i NSF Country File, Vietnam.
Washington to Saigon 1192, Feb. 7, 1964. Johnson Library,
84 PP, Gravel ed., vol. ITI, pp. 496-499
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timing, and the tactics of the battle while our actions are es- :
sentially reactive. One reason for this is the fact that we have |
obliged ourselves to labor under self-imposed restrictions with
respect to impeding external aid to the Viet Cong. These re-
strictions include keeping the war within the boundaries of

South Vietnam, avoiding the direct use of US combat forces,

and limiting US direction of the campaign to rendering advice
to the Government of Vietnam. These restrictions, while they |

may make our international position more readily defensible,
all tend to make the task in Vietnam more complex, time con-
suming, and in the end, more costly. In addition to complicat-
ing our own problem, these self-imposed restrictions may well
now be conveying signals of irresolution to our enemies—en-
couraging them to higher levels of vigor and greater risks. A
reversal of attitude and the adoption of a more aggressive pro-
gram would enhance greatly our ability to control the degree
to which escalation will occur. It appears probable that the eco-
nomic and agricultural disappointments suffered by Commu-
nist China, plus the current rift with the Soviets, could cause
the communists to think twice about undertaking a large-scale
military adventure in Southeast Asia.

In adverting to actions outside of South Vietnam, the Joint
Chiefs of Staff are aware that the focus of the counterinsur-
gency battle lies in South Vietnam itself, and that the war
must certainly be fought and won primarily in the minds of
the Vietnamese people. At the same time, the aid now coming
to the Viet Cong from outside the country in men, resources,
advice, and direction is sufficiently great in the aggregate to be
significant—both as help and as encouragement to the Viet
Cong. It is our conviction that if support of the insurgency
from outside South Vietnam in terms of operational direction,
personnel, and material were stopped completely, the charac-
ter of the war in South Vietnam would be substantially and fa-
vorably altered. Because of this conviction, we are wholly in
favor of executing the covert actions against North Vietnam
which you have recently proposed to the President [34-A]. We
believe, however, that it would be idle to conclude that these
efforts will have a decisive effect on the communist determina-
tion to support the insurgency; and it is our view that we must
therefore be prepared fully to undertake a much higher level
of activity, not only for its beneficial tactical effect, but to
make plain our resolution both to our friends and to our en-
emies.

Accordingly, the Joint Chiefs of Staff consider that the
United States must make ready to conduct increasingly bolder
actions in Southeast Asia; specifically as to Vietnam to:

a. Assign to the US military commander responsibilities
for the total US program in Vietnam.

b. Induce the Government of Vietnam to turn over to
the United States military commander, temporarily, the
actual tactical direction of the war.

c. Charge the United States military commander with
complete responsibility for conduct of the program against
North Vietnam.
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. Overfly Laos and Cambodia to whatever extent is nec-
esgaxgv for gcquisition of operational intelligence. "
e. Induce the Government of Vietnam to conduct oveh
ground operations in Laos of sufficient scope to impede the
flow of personnel and material southward. ¢ of

f Arm, equip, advise, and support the Governmen (t)s
Vietnam in its conduct of aerial ‘bombing of critical targeto
in North Vietnam and in mining the sea approaches
th;t X%l:rlllgy and support the Government of Vietnam in its
conduct of large-scale commando raids against critical tar-

in North Vietnam. )
ge{f lConduci: aerial bombing of key North Vietnam tax;i
gets, using US resources under Vietnamese cOVer, atr}
with the Vietnamese openly assuming responsibility for
ions. )

th?. %%rgmit additional US forces, as necessary, in support
of the combat action within South Vietnam. i

j. Commit US forces as necessary In direct actions

ainst North Vietnam. , )

W. W.a%ostow, Director of the State Department s Policy t;Pla,n-
ning Council, also called for bolder action against North \Qles:gam.
In a memorandum to Rusk on February 1'3, 1964, he Qe.clar. "South

South Vietnam is in danger. The internal position 1n fu
Vietnam created by the systematic operations conducted t;:kn;
North Vietnam is precarious. . . . although @fficulth tasks
would still be faced in South Vietnam and Laos if Nort 1 %)%’
namese compliance with the 1962 agreement was enfort(;(.al‘é Ve
see no possibility of aghiev(ilng short-run or long-run stability in

until it is enforced.

Int?ﬁa!:r::me memorandum, according to the Pentagon Papetrii 56
Rostow also said that there had been some Stgte Departmen 1s:
cussions “on the desirability of the President’s requestlngtha \(,391;-
gressional resolution, drawing a line at the borders of So’t’l h 33
nam.’ “Even this early in the Johnson administration, osthv:
said subsequently, “word had gotten back to the bureaucracy al
Johnson disapproved of Truman’s failure to seek a con%e:ilona
resolution in the Korean War. We understoogl that, sh9u 4(31 oc;
casion arise, he intended to be governed by Eisenhower’s preceden
in the Formosa and Middle East resolutions, where broad congrﬁg-
sional support was sought bqfocfe ptoyl,lé:'}es that might lead to mili-

frontations were carried out. )
tar(%’nc(i“rzabruary 18, the JCS followed up its memorandum of J ;n&
ary 22 with recommendations to McNamara for specific immedia
actions:58 .  US
a. Induce the GVN (General Khanh) military to accep AN
advisors at all levels considered necessary by COMUSM
[Commander, U.S. Military Assistance (_qumand,_Vletnam].
(This is particularly applicable in the critical provinces). . . .

88 Ibid., vol. II, p. 810. The memorandum—the Pentagon Papers refers to it as a letter—is still

classified.
“Ibid.,Dlvol. III, pf'lls’g o, 506
87 The Diffusion of Power, p. %Jo.
sSPP, Grglel ed., vol. I1I, pp. 44-46.
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b. Intensify the use of herbicides for crop destruction against 'i

identified Viet Cong areas as recommended by the GVN.
¢. Improve border control measures. . . .
d. Direct the U.S. civilian agencies involved in Vietnam to

assist the GVN in producing a civilian counterpart package

plan to the GVN National Pacification Plan . . . .

e. Provide U.S. civilian advisors to all necessary echelons
and GVN agencies . . . . .

f. Encourage early and effective action to implement a realis-
tic land reform program.

g- Support the GVN in a policy of tax forgiveness for low
income population in areas where the GVN determines that a
critical state of insurgency exists . . . .

h. Assist the GVN in developing a National Psychological
Operations Plan ... to establish the GVN and Khanh'’s
“images,” create a “cause” which can serve as a rallying point
for the youth/students of Vietnam, and develop the long term
national objectives of a free Vietnam.

i. Intensify efforts to gain support of U.S. news media repre-
sentatives in Washington . . . .

J. Arrange U.S. sponsored trips to Vietnam by groups of
prominent journalists and editors.

k. Inform all GVN military and civilian officials . . . that
the United States (a) considers it imperative that the present
government be stabilized, (b) would oppose another coup, and
(c) that the United States is prepared to offer all possible as-
sistance in forming a stable government . . . all U.S. intelli-
gence agencies and advisors must be alert to and report cases
of dissension and plotting in order to prevent such actions.

According to the memorandum, these measures would not have a
“decisive effect in the campaign against the Viet Cong,” however,
and the Joint Chiefs were continuing to study other, more drastic
steps, including the following:

a. Intensified operations against North Vietnam to include
air bombings of selected targets;

b. Removal of restrictions for air and ground cross-border op-
erations;

¢. Intelligence and reporting;

d. U.S. organizational changes;

e. Increased U.S. Navy participation in shore and river
patrol activities;

f. Introduction of jet aircraft into the Vietnamese Air Force
and the U.S. Air Commando unit. . . .

In mid-February, 1964 the JCS also recommended a concentrated
counterinsurgency effort in the province of Long An (which had
been the subject of discussion in December after reports that the
situation in that key province was deteriorating, contrary to the
optimistic reporting of Harkins and Krulak). Acting in Lodge's ab-
sence, Deputy Chief of Mission David G. Nes objected strongly to
the proposal on the grounds that the U.S. did not have the influ-
ence to persuade the Government of Vietnam to take such action,
nor was the GVN politically strong enough to launch an effective
operation. Moreover, it was a mistake, Nes said, to assume that
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such an “indigenous Communist insurgency with full ext,?rnal sup-
port could be defeated by an ‘offensive’ of finite duration.”® )

In a memorandum to Lodge on February 17, Nes explained h}s
position, based on his observations during two months as Lodge’s
deputy. He said he had decided that de Gaulle was right in believ-
ing that the U.S. faced either the possible collapse of its counterin-
surgency program in South Vietnam or an escalation which could
lead to direct military conflict between the U.S. and North Viet-
nam and China. Nes did not think the U.S. counterinsurgency pro-
gram could stem the tide:8° ) ]

Nothing that I have seen or heard thus far in Saigon leads
me to believe that against the background of recent Vietnam-
ese history our counter-insurgency efforts can win through so
long as the Viet Cong is backed politically and psychologically
and to a lesser extent militarily by Hanoi and Pekmg:

The peasants who form the mass of the South Vietnamese
population are exhausted and sick of 20 years of civil conflict.
During this entire period they have never and are not now re-
ceiving either political leadership or orderly and just adminis-
tration from the central authorities of the GVN. They have en-
joyed little if any social or economic betterment.

On the other hand, the Viet Cong represents a grass roots
movement which is disciplined, ideologically dedicated, easily
identifiable with the desires of the peasantry and of course
ruthless. The fact that the VC has the full backing of China is
perhaps its most powerful asset in presenting itself as the inev-
itable winner. ) )

I do not see in the present military regime or any conceiva-
ble successor much hope in providing. the real political and
social leadership or the just and effective country-wide admin-
istration so essential to the success of our counter-insurgency
program. ]

I think we would be naive in the extreme to believe that any
number or quality of American advisors can succeed in chang-
ing within a reasonable period of time the attitudes and pat-
terns of thinking of senior Vietnamese military and political
officialdom. )

In developing a large conventional World War II Vietnamese
military establishment organized into Four Corps and 9-10 divi-
gions with other equally sizable supporting units, we may, in
fact, have a Frankenstein on our hands which on the one hand
serves little purpose in dealing effectively with the Viet ang
and on the other provides a perfect framework for spawning
successive coups and so perpetuating the current political mal-
aise.

On February 18, the President met with his top advisers (Rusk,
McNamara, McCone and Taylor), and with the members of the
newly-established interdepartmental Vietnam Coordinating Com-

891bid., vol. II, p. 810. For confirmation of Nes' position, see the excellent study by Jeffrey
Race, Warvgom tl:: Long An (Berkeley: Univex_-lity of California Press, 1972).
69 Where We Stand in Vietnam’’ Johnson Library, Nes Papers.
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mittee.®! At this meeting, the President directed that “Contingen. |

cy planning for pressures against North Vietnam should be speed-

ed up. Particular attention should be given to shaping such pres.
sures so as to produce the maximum credible deterrent effect on !

Hanoi.”’ 62

On February 21, President Johnson used a speech in Californig |

as a vehicle for delivering a carefully prepared warning to the

North Vietnamese to cease and desist or be prepared for the conse-

quences:
In South Viet-Nam, terror and violence, directed and sup-

plied by outside enemies, press against the lives and libertieg

of a people who seek only to be left in peace. For 10 years our
country has been committed to the support of their freedom,
and that commitment we will continue to honor. The contest

in which South Viet-Nam is now engaged is first and foremost

a contest to be won by the government and the people of that
country for themselves. But those engaged in external direc-

tion and supply would do well to be reminded and to remem- '

ber that this type of aggression is a deeply dangerous game.83
There is no indication that Johnson'’s warning had any effect on
the North Vietnamese.

On February 26, as pressure for attacking the North Vietnamese
continued to grow, including actions against increased North Viet-
namese activities in Laos, especially the infiltration of South Viet-
nam through Laos, the JCS recommended flights over Laos by Vi-
etnamese and U.S. aircraft for both reconnaissance and the display
of power. On February 25, the State Department, in a draft memo-
randum for the President, recommended, according to the Pentagon
Papers, “deploying twelve F-100’s to Thailand, with a view toward
its potential deterrence and signalling impacts on communist ac-
tivities in Laos.”84

On March 2, 1964, the JCS sent two memoranda to McNamara
recommending further action. The first, “Removal of Restrictions
for Air and Ground Cross Border Operations,” proposed that direct
action be taken against the Communists in Laos to demonstrate
that the U.S. was determined to eliminate their use of Laos as a
“sanctuary” for conducting or supporting operations in South Viet-
nam. The second proposed direct airstrikes against North Vietnam
to demonstrate U.S. determination to oppose Communist aggres-

81The interdepartmental committee on Vietnam, chaired by William H. Sullivan of the State
Department, was established on Feb, 14, 1964, by NSAM 280. its members were:

John T. McNaughton, DOD

Maj. Gen. Rollen H. Anthis, JCS

Maj. Gen. Lucius Clay, Jr., USAF

William Colby, CIA

Joseph Mendenhall, State

Walter Stoneman, AID

William Jorden, State

82PP, Gravel ed., vol. III, p. 154, from a White House memorandum for the record, “South
Vietnam,” Feb. 20, 1964, that is still classified. This decision was not promulgated by a NSAM.

°3Public Papers of the Presidents, Lyndon B. Johnson, 1968-1964, p. 304,

S4PP, Gravel ed., vol. III, pp. 166-157, from the unpublished classified paper, “Stabilizing the
Situation in Southeast Asia.” It is unclear as to where the State Department memorandum
originated and who cleared it in the form cited by the Pentagon Papers, as well as whether it
was ever sent to the President.
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ion in Southeast Asia, and to convince the North to cease assisting
i
:he South. 68

Report of the Vietnam Committee

February 18 White House meeting, the Vietham Com-
ilztfgsf ;}sleordered b};' the President, quiqkly drew togetherhplans
;n r increasing the pressure on North 'Vletnam..Robert Jo nsc:lq,
ﬁ)ostow’s deputy on State’s Policy Planning Council, was the coordi-
nator of the planning process, and the proposals were in tge ft“otrl'rln
f a memorandum which he sent to William Sullivan (head o i e
%ietnam Coordinating Committee) in draft on March 1, with other
versions on March 13 and 19, 1964. The subject of the _meml% wrta}i
“Alternatives for Imposition of Measured Pressure Against No i
Vietnam,” and, according to t}}e Pentaggn Papgrs, there. yverel t e
following attachments: “a ‘White Paper’ detailing Hanoi 5 ro g, a
Presidential statement of our rathnale and 11_m11:e’<’i6 ;nten ; a Con-
essional resolution; and diplomatic consultations. - ,
Thus, by March 13, 1964, the draft text of a copgressmnakresolu-
tion had been prepared by the Vietnam Committee as a eg} G:'t i
ment in the series of steps leading to increased pressure on No
Viginan i itt orandum—
It is unfortunate that the Vietnam Committee mem 3
the first comprehensive plan for expanding the Vietnam v:glrl', ?n
for using overt military force against North Vietnam—is s 1h c gs-
sified, but fortunately the Pentagon Papers contains a lengthy g
scription of the plan and, basgd on that account, tel}lese appear
have been the principal points in the memorandum:

(1) The strategic concept on whlcl}‘ increased pressure on
North Vietnam would be based was “North Vietnamese pon(i
cern that their industrialization achievements might be }vlv'lpe
out or could be defended (if at all) only at the price of C 1i:lqm
control,” and ‘that their more powerful Communist a 'uis
would not risk their own interests for the sake of North Viet-
na(rzr;. There were five objectives of increased pressure against

nam—
North X.leitxduce North Vietnam to cease support of the Com-
ists in the South; L
mlll?or.nls":iuce the morale of the Communists in tl_xe South;
C. strengthen the Khanh government and discourage
ion; o
nell;i.:ra(‘llelzﬁf)nstrate to the world U.S. determination to
combat Com}xlnunist aglgr_essgop;
. ngthen morale in Asia. )
El Satégit%gn, it was argued that such pressure would im-
prove the U.S. negotiating position. (Negotiation was con-
sidered “virtually inevitable.”) .

(3) Pressure against North Vietnam, however, was no”s?‘b-

stitute for successful counterinsurgency in South Vietnam.” “It

in ibi i i i ilable
85This i ion, taken from a chronology in :bu_i., p. 120, is the only information avai
on t}’g;l: clf,ﬁorn':'é':ﬁ"rinda, both of which are still classified.

. 2. (a), fn. 27. . .
::g’;’ gggeqdehbo&l:]sh?’pg 1255-31)56?Portioml in quotations are from the memorandum itself.
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is not likely that North Vietnam would (if it could) call off the |
war in the South even though U.S. actions would in time have

serious economic and political impact. Overt action against !
North Vietnam would be unlikely to produce reduction in Viet |

Cong activity sufficiently to make victory on the ground possi-

ble in South Vietnam unless accompanied by new U.S. bolster- |

ing actions in South Vietnam and considerable improvement

in the government there. The most to be expected would be re-

duction of North Vietnamese support of the Viet Cong for a
while and, thus, the gaining of some time and opportunity by
the government of South Vietnam to improve itself.”

(4) The U.S. should be prepared to “follow through against
Communist China if necessary,” but it was unlikely that the
Chinese or the Russians would intervene militarily except for
providing equipment and supplies.

After examining three alternative forms of pressure, (1) covert,
non-attributable actions, (2) overt U.S. deployment and actions not
directed toward North Vietnam, and, (8) overt U.S. actions against
North Vietnam, the memorandum considered six military moves
with the greatest potential, ranked, according to the Pentagon
Papers, “in ascending order of the degree of national commitment’:

(1) “deploy to Thailand, South Vietnam, Laos and elsewhere ‘

the forces, sea, air and land, required to counter a North Viet-
namese or Chicom response of the largest likely order”;

(2) “initiate overt air reconnaissance activities as a means of |

dramatizing North Vietnamese involvement,” beginning with
high-level flights and following with low-level missions;

(3) “take limited air or ground action in Cambodia and Laos,
including hot pursuit across the Cambodian border and limited
operations across the Laos border”;

(4) “blockade Haiphong,” which would “have dramatic politi-
cal effect because it is a recognized military action that hits at
the sovereignty of North Vietnam and suggests strongly that
we may plan to go further’’;

(5) “establish a limited air defense capability around
Saigon”’; and

(6) conduct air strikes on key North Vietnamese LOC’s, [lines
of communication] infiltrator training camps, key industrial
complexes, and POL [petroleum, oil, lubricants] storage.

Recognizing the desirability of rallying Congress and the public
behind the position that U.S. actions against North Vietnam were
in reaction to North Vietnamese aggression, as well as the impor-
tance of assuming such a position in U.S. relations with other
countries, the memorandum also stated, “public justification of our
action and its expressed rationale must be based primarily upon
the fact of Northern support for and direction of the war in the
South in violation of the independence of South Vietnam.” It dis-
cussed a number of steps for accomplishing this, both in the United
States and abroad.

The memorandum cautioned against undertaking any action
without calculating what the U.S. could and might do depending
upon the reaction from the north, including how far the U.S. would
escalate militarily if the North Vietnamese did not respond to pres-
sure or decided to escalate in response to pressure.
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While new plans were being developed for responding to the situ-
ation in Vietnam, Roger Hilsman, who was preparing to lqave. the
State Department on March 14, 1964, was summarizing his views
in two final memoranda and a parting _letter to Rusk. .In the memo-
randa, he again urged that first priority should be given to estab-
lishing security in the villages, leading to the creation of a secure
area which could then be extended—the “oil blot principle”’—
rather than having a scattering of fortified villages. He repeated
his position that instead of conducting large military operations,
“the way to fight a guerrilla is to adopt the tactics of a guerril-
la. . . .” He favored covert operations ‘against North Vietnam, l)ut
said that, with respect to overt operations, “. . . significant action
against North Vietnam that is taken before we have demonstrated
success in our counterinsurgency program will be interpreted by
the Communists as an act of desperation, and will, therefore, not
be effective in persuading the North Vietnamepe to cease and
desist. What is worse, I think that premature action will so a}aym
our friends and allies and a significant segment of domestic opinion
that the pressures for neutralization will become formidable.” 88

In his letter to Rusk on March 17, 1964, however, Hilsman advp-
cated strengthening “our overall military posture in southeast Asia
in ways which will make it clear that we are single-mindedly im-
proving our capability to take whatever military s’g;eps may be nec-
essary to halt Communist aggression in the area.”®® He expressed
concern that ‘since the fall of Dienbienphu, all Asians }_1ave won-
dered about our determination to fight in Southeast Asia, should
fighting become necessary.” In Vietnam itself, he said, “De Gaulle,
Lippmann and Mansfield have set the neutralist hares running
with self-fulfilling prophecies that dishearten those who wish to
fight and encourage coup-plotting among both the true neutralists
and the simple opportunists. But what gives these lofty, unrealistic
thoughts of a peaceful neutralist Asia thelr_creQ}blhty is, again,
fundamental doubts about our ultimate intentions. .

To impress upon the Communists that the U.S“. might escalate
hostility to a level unacceptable to them,” and “that we are pre-
pared to go as far as necessary to defeat their plans and achleve
our objectives,” Hilsman recommended the deployment of “sub-
stantial” U.S. ground and air forces to Thailand, where they should
be maintained ‘“quite indefinitely,” together with implications that

*81bid., pp. 43-44. See also To Move A Nation, pp. 535-536. The l.nemon'mg'a'themsel've's are
still classié)ed. William Bundy (Bundy MS.,, ch. 12, p. 19) says that Hilsman’s “‘either/or’ discus-
sion of the ‘military’ and ‘political’ approaches simply does not square with the idiom of policy
debate at any time in 1963-1964. . . . ﬁor, I might add, does it fit with the prescriptions in Mr.
Hilsman’s own farewell memoranda of Mar. 1964. In parts not quoted in his book, these includ-
ed the atest ible stress on demonstrative action, sPecxﬁcally a major deployment of
ground forces to Thailand, to show Hanoi that the US would take whatever measures are neces-
sary in Southeast Asia to protect those who op the Communists and to maintain our power
an?' influence in the area.’ As his book does show, Mr. Hilsman also stood quite ready to see
bombing of infiltration bases and other targets in the north, but said this should come only after
improvement in the south had been achieved—the very conclusion the Administration reached
in gdarch and June. N .

“Whether Mr. Hilsman's ideas on ‘counter-guerrilla’ warfare were ever practical for South

ietham and for dealing such the infiltration routes is a question I must leave to others. For
what it is worth, I (and I am sure mang others at policy levels) always thought he was ri ht in
considerable degree, but asking more than a demoralized South Vietnamese force could deliver
for " . !

°¥ﬁ?lr:mtgno'gnll:tter is now available at the Johnson Library, NSF Aidee File, McGeorge Bundy
Memos for the President.
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U.S. ground forces could also be sent to Laos if necessary. This |

should be accompanied, he said, “by a diplomatic offensive de-
signed (1) to reassure our friends as to our determination, and (2) to
warn the Communist side that they are indeed playing a ‘deeply
dangerous game.’”

Report of the McNamara-Taylor—McCone Mission, and the Approval

of NSAM 288

By early March 1964, President Johnson was preoccupied with |

getting congressional approval of legislation for his proposed “war
on poverty,” as well as other domestic legislation which he consid-

ered important. He was also obviously concerned about and deeply |

involved in Presidential election politics in preparation for the No-
vember 1964 Presidential election. The situation in Vietnam had
not improved, however, and with the draft report of the Vietnam
Coordinating Committee in hand he was faced with making an-
other round of decisions about U.S. policy. His reaction was to send

McNamara on another mission to Vietnam on March 8, and then |

to use the report of that mission as the vehicle for making a deci-
sion which hé hoped would meet the needs of the situation without

adversely affecting either his domestic program or his political |
campaign. This limited action, however, resulted in the further in- |
volvement of the U.S. in Vietnam in 1964, and laid the groundwork |

for U.S. military intervention in 1965.

After spending five days in Vietnam, McNamara, accompanied
by Taylor and McCone, reported back to the President on March
16, and filed his report on March 17. The report did not recom-
mend bombing North Vietnam. It did recommend, however, that
plans be made for bombing the North, both through “quick reac-
tion strikes” and in more sustained actions, as a part of the appli-
cation of greater pressure on North Vietnam.

On March 17, the NSC discussed the report.?? According to the
notes of the meeting, Johnson asked McNamara “if his program
would reverse the current trend in South Vietnam. Secretary
McNamara replied that if we carry out energetically the proposals
he has made, Khanh can stem the tide in South Vietnam, and
within four to six months, improve the situation there.” General
Taylor added that the Joint Chiefs believed the proposed program’
was acceptable, but thought that to make it effective the U.S.
would have to take military action against North Vietnam.

“The President summarized the alternatives to the recommended .

course of action, i.e., putting in more U.S. forces, pulling out of the
area, or neutralizing the area. He said the course we are following
is the only realistic alternative. It will have the maximum effec-
tiveness with the minimum loss,” adding that this would not fore-
close other action later if the situation did not improve. He asked
the group whether there were any objections to the proposals. No
one objected. That day the McNamara report was issued verbatim
as NSAM 288,71

T08anitized notes of the meeting are in the Johnson Librarg', NSF NSC Meetings File.
"!The text of the report (and thus also the text of NSAM 288) is in PP, Gravel ed., vol. III, PP
499-510.
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These were the principal points made in the McNamara-Taylor-
McCone report:

(A) The U.S. objective is to maintain an “independent, non-
Communist South Vietnam.” If this fails, all of Southeast Asia
would be threatened. There would also be general ramifica-
tions for U.S. policy, because Vietnam was “regarded as a test
case of U.S. capacity to help a nation meet a Communist ‘war
of liberation.””’ )

(B) Although the situation in South Vietnam has worsened,
“it does not appear likely that major equipment replacement
and additions in U.S. personnel are indicated under current
policy.” Replacement of Americans by Vietnamese was still
sound, and would demonstrate that the war was a Vietnamese
responsibility. Furthermore, “Substantial reductions in the
numbers of U.S. military training personnel should be possible
before the end of 1965.” ) )

(O) In terms of possible courses of action, a negotiated settle-
ment leading to neutralization, as proposed by de Gaulle,
“would simply mean a Communist take-over in South Viet-
nam.” “Even talking about a U.S. withdrawal would undqr-
mine any chance of keeping a non-Communist government in
South Vietnam, and the rug would probably be pulled before
the negotiations had gone far.” ) .

(D) With respect to the other two alternatives—military
action against North Vietnam, and steps to improve the smxa’;
tion in the South, the former would be ‘“extremely delicate,
and might not be effective. Moreover, until the Khanh govern-
ment was more secure, ‘‘an overt extension of operations into
the North carries the risk of being mounted from an extremely
weak base which might at any moment collapse and leave phe
posture of political confrontation worsened rather than im-
proved.” There were, however, a number of steps that _could
and should be taken to help the South Vietnamese, and if the
Khanh government ‘“takes hold vigorously,” the situation
should improve “in the next four to six months.” o

(E) “If the Khanh government takes hold vigorously—inspir-
ing confidence, whether or not noteworthy progress has been
made—or if we get hard information of significantly stepped-
up VC arms supply from the North, we may wish to mount
new and significant pressures against North Vietnam. We
should start preparations for such a capability now. . . . The
reasoning behind this program of preparations for initiating
action against North Vietnam is rooted in the fact that, even
with progress in the pacification plan, the Vietnamese Govern-
ment and the population in the South will still have to face the
prospect of a very lengthy campaign based on a war-weary
nation and operating against Viet Cong cadres who retained a
measure of motivation and assurance.”

(F) Accordingly, the President should instruct agencies of the
U.S. Government: _

1. To make it clear that we are prepared to furnish as-
sistance and support to South Vietnam for as long as it
takes to bring the insurgency under control.
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2. To make it clear that we fully support the Khanh gov- |

ernment and are opposed to any further coups.

3. To support a Program for National Mobilization (in- :
cluding a national service law) to put South Vietnam on a

war footing.

4. To assist the Vietnamese to increase the armed forces‘ 1

(regular plus paramilitary) by at least 50,000 men.

5. To assist the Vietnamese to create a greatly enlarged v
Civil Administrative Corps for work at province, district

and hamlet levels.

6. To assist the Vietnamese to improve and reorganize
the paramilitary forces and to increase their compensa-

tion.
7. To assist the Vietnamese to create an offensive guer-
rilla force.

8. To provide the Vietnamese Air Force 25 A-1H aircraft |

in exchange for the present T-28s.

9. To provide the Vietnamese Army additional M-113 ar- |

mored personnel carriers (withdrawing the M-114s there),

additional river boats, and approximately $5-10 million of

other additional material.

10. To announce publicly the Fertilizer Program and to
expand it with a view within two years to trebling the
amount of fertilizer made available.

11. To authorize continued high-level U.S. overflights of
South Vietnam’s borders and to authorize “hot pursuit”
and South Vietnamese ground operations over the Laotian
line for the purpose of border control. More ambitious op-
erations into Laos involving units beyond battalion size
should be authorized only with the approval of Souvanna
Phouma. Operations across the Cambodian border should
depend on the state of relations with Cambodia.

12. To prepare immediately to be in a position on 72
hours’ notice to initiate the full range of Laotian and Cam-
bodian “Border Control” actions (beyond those authorized
in paragraph 11 above) and the “Retaliatory Actions”
against North Vietnam, and to be in a position on 30 days’
notice to initiate the program of “Graduated Overt Mili-
tary Pressure” against North Vietnam.

According to the Pentagon Papers,’> NSAM 288 “. . . outlined a
program that called for considerable enlargement of U.S. effort. It
involved an assumption by the United States of a greater part of
the task, and an increased involvement by the United States in the
internal affairs of South Vietnam, and for these reasons it carried
with it an enlarged commitment of U.S. prestige to the success of
our effort in that area. . . .”

The Pentagon Papers also makes the point?3 that “Although VC
successes in rural areas had been the prime feature of the down-
swing over the past half year or more, pacification was to receive
less comparative emphasis.”

12]bid,, p. 50.
731bid., p. b4.
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The Defense Department and the JCS immediately began plan-
ning for the implementation of items 11 and 12 on the above list of
12 actions, and on April 17 the JCS approved OPLAN 37-64, the
proposed plan for exerting graduated military pressure on North
Vietnam, which later served as the blueprint for the escalation of
U.S. military action in 1965. ) )

OPLAN 37 was “a three-phase plan covering operations against
VC infiltration routes in Laos and Cambodia and against targets in
North Vietnam. Phase I provided for air ar}d gx:ounq strikes
against targets in South Vietnam, and hot pursuit actions into Lao;
tian and Cambodian border areas. Phase II provided for ‘tit-for-tat
airstrikes, airborne/amphibious raids, and aerial mining operations
against targets in North Vietnam. Phase III provided for increas-
ingly severe airstrikes and other actions against North Vietnam,
going beyond the ‘tit-for-tat’ concept.”?+ As part of OPLAN 37‘: a
list of North Vietnamese targets was drawn up, called the “94
Target List,” which became the guide for target selection in bomb-
ing the North. )

Although OPLAN 37 was developed in response to a current pro-
gram of planning, Gen. William C. Westmoreland later said,
‘Those of us in Saigon who knew of OPLAN 37 saw little possibili-
ty that the President would implement it until after the”November
election. Indeed, we saw it strictly as a ﬁostelectlo_n plan.”78

Even as the basis was being established for using overt milita
force against the North, Johnson continued to control th_e U.S.
commitment to Vietnam, and, more importantly at that point, he
attempted to control also the level of congressional and public con-
cern about the situation. According to Doris Kearns, “He did know
that there were difficult decisions to be made. But he needed time,
and in any event an election year was no time to make them. The
word went out that tough decisions on Vietnam should be deferred
as long as possible. . . . Opinion surveys showed that more than
two-thirds of the American public said they paid little or no atten-
tion to what was going on in Vietnam. Johnson wanted to keep it
that way.”76 ) )

On March 26, McNamara and Taylor met with the Foreign Rela-
tions Committee in an informal, unrecorded session.”” McNamara
reported that the situation in Vietnam had worsened. He was
asked about Laos, and he replied that there, too, t}}e situation was
unstable and dangerous, and would be much worse if the U.S. with-
drew from Vietnam. Cambodia would also fall quickly to the Com-
munists, followed by Thailand. ) )

Commenting on alternatives, McNamara said that withdrawal
was not worth discussing, and that de Gaulle’s proposal for a nego-
tiated settlement and for neutrality could lead to a situation in

T4Ibid.,, p. 287. OPLAN 387-64 is still classified.

8William C. Westmoreland, A Soldier Reports (Garden Cl;;:)', N.Y.: Doubleday, 1976), p. 109.

"8Lyndon Johnson and the American Dream, pp. 197-198. William Bundy says in response to
Kearns: “If ‘the word went out,’ it never reached me. On the contrary I can recall at least one
stro, injunction from LBJ to call it as we saw it, regardless of politics or the election. Of course
the election played a part, as did the fact that LBJ was in some sense a caretaker. But explicit
mention of the sort described here was rare, and never came to me.” William Bundy letter to
CB’S';”I'E::esx's lnsﬁranscn ipt of this meeting. Comments here are based on notes in the committee
files in the National Archives, RG 46.
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rse responded to Fulbright’® by repeating his proposal for
tallrilgg the V%etnam problem to the U.N,, after first attempting to
solve it through the SEATO framework. Fulbright Eephed that he
thought the U.N. approach was “futile,” and that, “The Vietnam-
ese situation is one in which I do not see any feasible way in which
it will be possible to apply any rules of law. The U.S.,_he said, had
“little choice but to try to stabilize conditions to see 1f. we cannot
help the present Government acquire, and I hope merit, the sup-
port of the people of that country who are free to exercise any
choice.” “Rightly or wrongly, we are deeply involved,” he said;
“. .. we are committed to the point where it would be quite disas-
trous for this country to withdraw.” He added, hovggver, that he
was “extremely reluctant to expand the commitment. ]

During his speech Fulbright made the following cryptic state-
ment, indicating that he had some knowledge of the fact that the
executive branch was considering future options, and that he_was
not going to take a position that would foreclose his own consider-
ation of such proposals as the President might subsequently make:
“The matter [whether to expand the war] calls for thorough exami-
nation by responsible officials in the executive branch; and until
they have had an opportunity to evaluate the contingencies and
feasibilities of the options open to us, it seems to me that we have
no choice but to support the South Vigtnamgsg‘ Government and
Army by the most effective means available.” “Whatever specific
policy decisions are made,” he added, “it should be clear to all con-
cerned that the United States will continue to meet 1,t,s obligations
and fulfill its commitments with respect to Vietnam. What those
“obligations” and ‘“commitments” were, Fulbright did not say, but
it was apparent that he was helping to lay the groundwork for the
possible expansion of the war. It is also interesting to note his ref-
erence to the examination of options by officials in the executive
branch, with no reference to the possible value of congressional

articipation in such a process.

P At hri)s news conferencr:)e three days later.‘ (March 28), Johnson was
asked about Fulbright’s speech. He replied that he did not agree
with some of Fulbright's comments, but he revealed that he had
had dinner with Fulbright the Sunday before the M.ag"ch 25 speech,
and that they had discussed Vietnam “in some detail.”’8° )

On March 26, the day he met with the Senate.Forelgn Relations
Committee, McNamara, gave a major speech in which he used
almost the same analytical framework as Fulbright had used. (The
decision to make the speech had been made at a White House
meeting on March 16, and the White House, as well as State, par-
ticipated extensively in the writing of the speech.)®! In the speech,
McNamara discussed, and rejected, withdrawal or a negotiated set-
tlement, and said that there remained only two options: expanding
the war, and helping the South Vietnamese to win the war in the
South. With respect to the former, McNamara said, “This course of
action—its implications and ways of carrying it out—has been care-
fully studied.” “Whatever ultimate course of action may be forced

which South Vietnam would be unable to ask for outside assist. !
ance, and would be taken over by the Communists. He added that,
contrary to his public statements, de Gaulle privately did not think |
a negotiated settlement was possible. '

General Taylor outlined for the committee the alternative of ap- |
plying force against North Vietnam. Three kinds of military pres-
sure were being considered, he said: first, border control operations;
second, a selective program of retaliation; third, an escalation of
military pressure against the north.

Senator Fulbright said that with regard to the third category (es-
calation), the French once had 200,000 men in Indochina, and he
wondered whether, in the event of escalation, the U.S. would put in
large numbers of forces. McNamara replied that the U.S. would not
use large forces, and that the major pressures would be applied by
airpower.

Senator Albert Gore asked how McNamara squared his com-
ments about increasing pressures with his statements in the fall of
1963 regarding the reduction of U.S. forces. McNamara replied that
a program of new military pressures should not require additional
U.S. forces in Vietnam; that the U.S. would attack by air.

Meanwhile, after their telephone conversation of March 2, Ful-

bright, as was mentioned earlier, publicly supported the President’s
position on Vietnam in a speech in the Senate on March 25, 1964,
entitled “Old Myths and New Realities.”78 U.S, foreign policy, said
Fulbright, suffered from the divergence “between the realities of
foreign policy and our ideas about it.” “. . . we are handicapped
. - . by policies based on old myths, rather than current realities.”
Americans needed, he said, “to start thinking some ‘unthinkable’
thoughts about the cold war and East-West relations, about the un-
derdeveloped countries and particularly those in Latin America,
about the changing nature of the Chinese Communist threat in
Asia and about the festering war in Vietnam.” After dealing with
the other subjects, Fulbright concluded the speech with comments
on Vietnam, noting that, as compared with reevaluation of basic
U.S. foreign policy in the Far East generally, “The situation in
Vietnam poses a far more pressing need for a reevaluation of
American policy.” Other than withdrawal, which he did not think
“could be realistically considered under present circumstances,”
there were three options: first, to continue the war in the South,
second, to end the war and negotiate neutralization of South Viet-
nam or all of Vietnam, and, third, to expand the war, “either by
the direct commitment of large numbers of American troops or by
equipping the South Vietnamese Army to attack North Vietnam-
ese territory, possibly by means of commando-type operations from
the sea or the air.” He said that a negotiated settlement was not
an alternative as long as South Vietnam was in such a weak bar-
gaining position. He concluded, therefore, that there were only two
options: expanding the war, or assisting the South Vietnamese “to
prosecute the war successfully on its present scale.”

79 Ibid., pp. 6288-6244. This was followed by a reply to Fulbright by Gruening.
‘°Publicpgapera of the Presidents, Ig:don . Johnson, 1968-%64. p. 429,

78CR, vol. 110, pp. 6227-6232. This was subsequently printed as the lead chapter in Fulbright’s #15ce Kennedy Library, Thomson Papers, folder entitled 1964 McNamara Vietnam Speech.”

book of the same title.
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upon us by the other side,” he added, “it is clear that actions under
this option would be only a supplement to, not a substitute for,
progress within South Vietnam’s own borders.” As for helping the
Vietnamese, he said, this was essential, and the U.S. had pledged
such assistance ‘“for as long as it takes to bring the insurgency
under control.”’82

The following day, March 27, 1964, McNamara formally (but
without public notice) terminated the planning, begun in the
summer of 1962, for withdrawing U.S. forces from Vietnam. The
Pentagon Papers had this comment: “Although the Vietnamese
knew that the ‘withdrawal’ of 1,000 men in December 1963 had
been a pretense, his action now removed any remaining doubt
about our intentions.”’ 83

Implementing NSAM 288 While Restraining Khanh

After the issuance of NSAM 288 on March 17, the development
of plans for increasing pressure on North Vietnam intensified. The
central point of coordination was the Office of International Securi-
ty Affairs in the Defense Department, with assistance from
Bundy’'s Far East bureau (William Bundy had replaced Hilsman)
and the Vietnam Coordinating Committee in State, as well as from
the JCS. During March and April several versions of these plans
were produced, each consisting of “scenarios” of increasing pres-
sures on the North, from covert U.S. support of South Vietnamese
34-A operations, to open U.S. and South Vietnamese attacks on the
North. At each stage it was planned that there would be steps to
secure congressional and public support, as well as support from
other countries.34

On April 19-20, 1964, Rusk, William Bundy, General Wheeler
and others met in Saigon with Lodge, Harkins and others to dis-
cuss the scenarios. “Much of the discussion,” according to the Pen-
tagon Papers,®® “centered on the political context, objectives, and
risks, of increasing military pressure on North Vietnam. It was un-
derstood that it would be first exerted solely by the Government of
Vietnam, and would be clandestine. Gradually both wraps and re-
straints would be removed.” There was considerable discussion as
to how best to let the North Viethamese know what the conse-
quences would be if they did not cease supporting the Communists
in the South.

During the meetings, Lodge suggested, as he had first proposed
several months earlier, that a “carrot and stick approach” be tried
before initiating any additional military pressures on the North.
‘. . . the carrot and stick concept envisioned a secret contact with
Hanoi at which an ultimatum would be delivered demanding the
DRV’s cessation of support for the VC insurgency. Rewards for
compliance would include our making available food imports to
help alleviate the known food shortages affecting North Vietnam
in late 1963 (and early ’64). In the case of non-compliance, we

82PP Gravel ed., vol. II, pp. 315-8316. For the text, see Department of State Bulletin, Apr. 18,
1964. For Morse'’s reply to McNamara, see CR, vol. 110, pp. 6468-6470.
83pp, Gravel ed., vo{ 11, p. 316.
84None of these documents has been made public, and there is only a brief discussion of them
in th[obSentags%n Papers. See ibid., vol. III, pp. 121-128, and 157-162.
a5 I
., p. 66.
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would undertake previously threatened punitive strikes to which
we would not admit publicly.”28 Lodge suggested that the secret
contact be made by Canadian diplomat J. Blair Seaborn, whom he
knew, who was about to be sent to Vietnam to serve on the Inter-
natiorsl_lal Control Commisssion. It was agreed that this would be
done.

Lodge did not object to the proposed program of increased pres-
sure on North Vietnam, but he was unsure whether such a pro-
gram would produce the desired result. He also took the position
that massive intervention by the north in the south could not be
met by conventional force.

During the meetings there was some discussion of the use of nu-
clear weapons against the north, and speculation as to whether
this would cause the Russians to enter the war. Rusk apparently
had reservations, both about the results of destroying North Viet-
namese industrial installations, which he doubted would have
much of an adverse effect on North Vietnam or on its support of
the Communists in the south, and about the use of nuclear weap-
ons. William Bundy, “for argument’s sake,” the Pentagon Papers
said,®® conjectured that the use of nuclear weapons in unpopulated
areas for troop interdiction might have more of an impact on the
Communists than if used otherwise.

Rusk made several suggestions for additional military pressure,
including the stationing of a U.S. naval unit at Tourane or Cam
Ranh Bay, to indicate to the North Vietnamese the determination
of the United States to defend the south.

_Although the meeting did not produce any significant new deci-
sions or action (except for an agreement on the Seaborn mission),
the “direction of thinking” in the group “was clearly away from
measures internal to Vietnam, and clearly headed toward military
action against the North.” “In certain circles in Washington at
least, there was what appears now to have been an amazing level
of confidence that we could induce the North Vietnamese to aban-
don their support of the SVN insurgency if only we could convince
them that we meant business, and that we would indeed bomb
them if they did not stop their infiltration of men and supplies to
the South.”8®

8o1bid., p. 163. .

870n Apr. 30, 1964, William Sullivan and Chester Cooper went to Ottawa and arranged with
the Canadians to make such a diplomatic contact with North Vietnam. Ibid., pp. 65-66 and 163-
164. On June 18 Seaborn met with North Vietnamese premier Pham Van Dong. He presented a
:,N}tement of the.U.S, position and offer of assistance, and warned of the consequences for North

tetnam of continued support of the Communists in the South. Then, and in another meeting
%l} Aug. 15, Pham Van Dong is reported to have listened patiently, but indicated that the North

letnamese, too, were confident of their cause. Ibid., p. 292. In his memoirs, (The Vantage Point,
{J- 67), Johnson described the effort to communicate through Seaborn, and concluded, “Obvious-
y, the Comn'\umst leaders believed they were winning in the South. . . . We could only con-
CIUde_from his experience that the North Vietnamese had no desire to limit their actions or to
negotlatg. . . .” For the Seaborn mission, as well as subsequent U.S. efforts to negotiate with
qu‘.th Vietnam, see the four “negotiating volumes” of the Pentagon Papers, (book 12 of the DOD
edl.tlon), which were declassified and made public after the release of the earlier volumes in that
series. See also the excellent study by Wallace J. Thies, When Governments Collide: Coercion
%lgo )Dlplomacy in the Vietnam Con[{ict, 1964-1968 (Berkeley: University of California Press,
*5Gravel ed., vol. III, p. 65.
891bid., pp. 64-65.
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On April 22, members of the NSC met to hear a report on Rusk’s
trip. The President joined the group toward the end of the meeting.
Among the more general points that Rusk made (some of the notes
have been deleted) was the problem of the “Limitation of funds—
we may not be doing some of the things that we ought to be doing
in Vietnam because we still think that we must limit expendi-
tures.”?? Yet, Rusk added, “As compared to the cost of a war or
our withdrawal, the amount of money we are spending in Vietnam
is small.” McNamara agreed. The U.S., he said, was “. . . right on
the margin in Vietnam and that he could not guarantee that we
would still be there in six months or twelve months from now.
Therefore, we should pour in resources now even if some of them
were wasted because of the terrific cost that would be involved if
we had to use U.S. forces.”

Somewhat more optimistic statements were made by William
Bundy and General Wheeler. Bundy said “. . . we are now getting
good reporting in both the political and military fields. Newspaper
reporters have been misleading us. Unrest within the South Viet-
nam government has been exaggerated. The security situation is
much better than as reported in the press.” Wheeler added, “We
should be encouraged by the progress which was being made.”

On April 23, W. W. Rostow sent Rusk another memo—“On How
Much Flesh and Blood Can Stand: Laos and Vietnam”—in which
he argued that if the U.S. did not act to prevent further deteriora-
tion in the situation in Vietnam and Laos it would become much
more difficult to make a credible case for possible efforts to force
the dls\lg:'th Vietnamese to adhere to the 1954 and 1962 Geneva Ac-
cords.

On May 4, 1964, Khanh told Lodge that he wanted to move
against the North. He said he wanted to declare a state of war and
put South Vietnam on a war basis, including “. . . getting rid of
the so-called ‘politicians’ and having a government of . . . techni-
cians.” He wanted to threaten the North with reprisal if there was
further interference in South Vietnam’s affairs, and he asked
Lodge if the U.S. would consider “tit-for-tat”’ reprisal bombing each
time there was North Vietnamese interference in South Vietnam.
He also urged that the U.S. deploy 10,000 Special Forces along the
frontier with Cambodia and Laos. Lodge did not make any commit-
ments on U.S. forces (although he told Khanh he was opposed to
large U.S. ground force operations on the Asian mainland), but he
did tell Khanh that the war came first, and that “democratic
forms” could wait.?2 Washington’s reaction was immediate and
firm. After conferring with the President, the State Department
sent a “flash” cable to Lodge stating that the meeting with Khanh
posed extremely grave issues, and the U.S. response had to be de-
veloped with great care. On May 6, Johnson met with his advisers,
and it was agreed that McNamara, who was preparing to go to
Saigon, would tell Khanh that the U.S. did “. . . not intend to pro-

90Johnson Library, NSF NSC Meetings File. .

°1PP, Gravel ed., vol. III, p. 164; the memo is still glmlﬁed. .

921bid.,, vol. II, p. 817. A copy of Lodge’s cable, Saigon to Washington 2108, May 4, 1964, is in
the Johnson Library, NSF Country File, Vietnam.
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vide military support nor undertake the military objective of roll-
ing back Communist control in North Vietnam.”?3

On May 12-14, 1964, McNamara, General Taylor, John T.
McNaughton (who had replaced Bundy as Assistant Secretary of
Defense for International Security Affairs), General Wheeler, Wil-
liam Sullivan, and Michael Forrestal visited Vietnam to review im-
plementation of the NSAM 288 decisions. Discussions were held
with Khanh, at which McNamara expressed concern about
Khanh'’s lack of progress, but also, as instructed by Johnson, told
Khanh that drastic measures against the north were not necessary
at that time.

Forrestal met with Vietnamese officials to review administrative
and financial matters, and it was agreed that the U.S. would in-
crease its financial assistance. (Late in April Khanh had requested
that three U.S. experts in finance-economics, foreign affairs, and
press be assigned to him personally. “We Vietnamese want the
Americans to be responsible with us and not merely as advisors,”
he was reported to have said. This proposal, which was similar to
the one the U.S. had made to Minh, was agreed to, and the three
advisers were assigned to Khanh early in May 1964.)%4

It is of interest to note that during the Saigon meetings McNa-
mara stated that the use of U.S. personnel in combat had not been
authorized, and that efforts to use Vietnamese personnel should be
intensified. Exceptions to this policy, he said, obviously echoing
Johnson’s concern, were to be considered undesirable and were not
to be viewed as precedents for the future. Operation FARM GATE,
in which, among other things, Vietnamese commando-reconnais-
sance teams were dropped in North Vietnam and Laos from U.S.-
manned aircraft, was, he said, a specific exception—a ‘‘supplemen-
tary effort transitory in nature,” that he had approved reluctantly.
It should also be noted, however, that while in Saigon McNamara
authorized, doubtless after approval by the President, a doubling
each month of the number of such teams being dropped over North
Vietham and Laos. McNamara, according to the record of the
meeting, was anxious to get more information about assistance
being given by North Vietnam to the Communists in the South.?5

On May 15, McNamara reported to a meeting of the members of
the NSC to which the President had invited a group of Democratic
and Republican congressional leaders.?® In his report, McNamara
said that the situation was worse than at the time of his last visit
in March. “The number of people under Viet Cong control and the
amount of Vietnamese territory they hold is increasing. The Viet
Cong holds the initiative in the military action. The Khanh govern-
ment is fragmented and a religious crisis is brewing. . . . Khanh

23PP, Gravel ed., vol. III, p. 67. For a copy of the cable, Washington to Saigon 1838, May 5,
1964., see the Johnson Library, NSF Country File, Vietnam. Within the JCS, the Air Force and
Marine representatives favored low-level reconnaissance and airstrikes against North Vietnam.
See Futrell, The Advisory Years to 1965, p. 204.

%4 PP, Gravel ed., vol.?i, p. 317. For the McNamara meetings in Saigon, May 12-14, see vol. III,
gg 67-72, and 164-165, as well as vol. II, p. 318. According to Shaplen, The Lost Revolution, p.

0, “. . . the brain-trust plan was never accepted by the Vietnamese, in principle or in fact,
and the United States, as it had so often done before, simply backed down and didn’t insist upon
its implementation.”

95 PP Gravel ed., vol. III, ls 70. .

9¢Johnson Library, NSF NSC Meetings File.
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controls eight out of fourteen million South Vietnamese. His major

problem is not military but civilian and religious.”

McNamara added that Khanh “. . . does not feel that he should 1
strike north before his security situation in the south is improved,

possibly by this fall. No strike to the north is required now, but

there may be a psychological requirement to hit North Vietnam at

a later time.”

“The President summarized the McNamara report by saying }
that the situation in South Vietnam was deteriorating and caused °

us to be extremely alarmed. The religious aspect is explosive. A
great effort will be necessary to turn the tide back to our side.” He
said that he would soon be sending Congress a request for addition-
al funds for Vietnam, but he added, “. . . even with increased U.S.
aid the prospect in South Vietnam is not bright.”
Criticism Rises

Meanwhile, congressional and public criticism of U.S. policy in
Vietnam was increasing. On May 13, 1964, the Wall Street Journal
printed an editorial entitled “Error Upon Error,” commenting on
McNamara’s trip: “. . . no matter how many high officials visit
Vietnam, or how frequently, nothin, %%ts clarified. Except, that is,
the continuing failure of U.S. policy.” The editorial continued:

. . . it is almost impossible to figure out what is the U.S.
strategy, if any—that is, how it thinks it can in fact drive the
Communists out and keep them out. Not that anyone expects
the Pentagon to reveal its war plans in detail; it is rather that
the evidence indicates the lack of any plan which promises to
be workable against the varied and successful tactics of the
Communists.

Not even the commitment of many more American soldiers
or the bombing of Communist bases in the north, which has
been talked of off and on, would be guaranteed to accomplish
the objective. In other circumstances perhaps, but not neces-
sarily against this particular enemy, in this particular terrain,
with this particular ally.

At the same time the French solution of neutralizing all of
Vietnam sounds like a proposal in a vacuum, at least for the
present. Why should Ho Chi Minh, the dictator of the north,
want to neutralize when he is doing so well as it is? Or if he
did want to we may be sure he would see it as a means of con-
tinuing the conquest.

We do not rule out the possibility that the United States
may somehow someday turn the tide, any more than we rule
out the possibility that the realities of the situation may final-
ly dictate withdrawal. But whatever happens, the U.S. involve-
ment in Vietnam reveals a series of classic military and politi-
cal errors from which it may be hoped the Government will
eventually profit. . . .

No nation should count on military success, even limited, in
the most unfavorable circumstances. No piece of territory is
beyond all price, worth any cost, as the French finally discov-
ered 10 years ago after such great cost. And the United States,
for all its great power, cannot forever police the world alone
and unaided.
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Morse and Gruening, as well as Ellender, were also stepping up
their attacks, with one or the other or both speaking at almost
every meeting of the Senate on what Morse had begun calling
“McNamara’s War.”’27

McNamara’s response was, “‘I must say, I don’t object to its being
called McNamara’s war. I think it is a very important war and I
am pleased to be identified with it and do whatever I can to win
it.”98 ‘“Well, at long last, we have smoked him out,” Morse said,
upon hearing of McNamara’s comment. “We now have an admis-
sion from the Secretary of Defense that this Nation is engaged in
war.” He continued:?®

I ask the Secretary of Defense, I ask the Secretary of State, I
ask the President: When are you going to ask for a declaration
of war? I say from the floor of the Senate that the killing of
American boys in South Vietnam cannot be justified, except on
the basis of a declaration of war. I charge that McNamara's
war stands today an unconstitutional war. It is now up to the
President, the Secretary of State, and the Secretary of Defense
to send to Congress a declaration of war proposal. They should
ask for constitutional approval of the killing of American boys
in McNamara’s war.

On April 24, James Thomson, William Bundy’s Special Assistant
in the Far East Bureau (he was formerly with Under Secretary
Bowles), sent Bundy a memorandum summarizing congressional
comments on the far east, especially Vietnam, during Bundy's ab-
sence from Washington during the middle of April. “Although
Morse and Gruening appear to have made no admitted converts in
this period,” Thomson said, ‘“‘they have encountered little rebuttal
from their colleagues. . . . At the same time, in addition to support
previously expressed by Senator Ellender, friendly questioning has
revealed backing for aspects of their view from Senators Syming-
ton, John L. McClellan (D/Ark.) and Long (of Louisiana). In addi-
tion, H [the Congressional Relations Office of the State Depart-
ment] reports that a growing number of Senators are privately
sympathetic with the Morse-Gruening position.”100

On May 13, Bundy testified on Vietnam before a closed, un-re-
corded session of the Far East Subcommittee of the Senate Foreign
Relations Committee chaired by Senator Lausche. In advance of

. the meeting, Bundy’s staff prepared various documents for his use,

including a memorandum rebutting Morse’s doubts about the legal
basis for U.S. involvement in Vietnam. In a cover memo to Bundy
to which these documents were attached, his assistant, Jonathan
Moore cautioned him with respect to certain weaknesses in the ad-
Mministration’s legal case. . . . we are on pretty thin ice in certain
Instances,” Moore said, “and accordingly must be cautious when at-
tempting to fight on his battleground.” After citing these weak-
nesses he advised Bundy that although it was important to make
the legal case for U.S. involvement, he should “shift gears rapidly

*7Other Senate Democrats defended McNamara. See, for example, CR, vol. 110, p. 8411.
., Of Morse's mang' speeches during April, the moet important was one he delivered on Apr. 24,
ibid., pp. 8996-9018.

98 New York Times, A&)r. 25, 1964.

°°CR, vol. 110, p. 9070.

199Kennedy Library, Thomson Papers. The “H” stands for (Capitol) Hill.
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into a general (practical and political) rationale away from isolated 1
technical details which the purely legal discussion tends to en-
hance.” Morse was arguing that the Vietnam question should be |
taken to the U.N., Moore said, and “We have good answers to this |
question if we don’t become exclusively embroiled in the legal dis- §
cussion.” He added, “I think that Senator Morse just might run out

of ges on this one. At any rate, we should ignore him as much as
possible rather than giving him more fuel for the fire.”” 101

That same day (May 13), Morse returned to the attack in a
speech in the Senate in which repeated many of the arguments he
had been making.1°2 “South Vietnam,” he said, “is the Achilles’
heel of this administration. South Vietnam is the Achilles’ heel of
our whole foreign policy. . . . It is a U.S. puppet, with its govern-
ment controlled by the United States, taking U.S. orders. It is a
U.S. protectorate.” “We are trying,” he added, “to pick up the fail-
ure of Great Britain, France, the Dutch, and every other colonial
power in Asia of the last 50 years, and we will end with the same
failure. Asia will not be run by white men. . . . In trying to fight
on ground and terms alien to the United States, we are needlessly
gilling Americans for an objective we eventually will have to aban-

on.”

Morse said that “the only answer is to withdraw American mili-
tary forces from South Vietnam.” The U.N., he said, should play a
peace-keeping role in South Vietnam, ‘“under some arrangement
which for want of a better description I would label a form of
United Nations trusteeship, [and] maintain peace in the area until
the people there finally develop the ability and the incentive to
govern themselves on the basis’of exercising their own will as to
what form of government they wish.”

Morse was congratulated by Senator Olin Johnston, a Southern
Democrat (South Carolina) who was a liberal on economic issues
but conservative on defense and foreign policy. Johnston said he
agreed with Morse’s criticism of the U.S. role in Vietnam, and with
the suggestion that the matter should be taken to the U.N.

During this time there were also the first signs of antiwar feeling
among American college students. The earliest expression of this
occured at Yale University on March 13-15, 1964, when partici-
pants in a student conference on socialism, including members of
the new-left Students for a Democratic Society, SDS, (formerly the
student department of the socialist League for Industrial Democra-
cy), formed an ad hoc May Second Committee (subsequently known
as the May 2nd Movement, or M2M) to organize a demonstration
against the war in New York City on May 2, 1964. The march,
which attracted about 1,000 people, was followed in the fall of 1964
by an M2M petition calling on draft-age college students to pledge
that they would not fight in Vietnam. This also attracted only a
small number of persons (about 1,000 signatures were collected),
but it was, as one author has noted, ‘“‘the first of the ‘We Won’t Go’
statemelggs and a precursor of the draft-refusal movement of later
years.”’!

101Kennedy Library, same location.
102CR, vol. 110, pp. 10826 ff.
103K irkpatrick é:ale, SDS (New York: Random House, 19738), p. 161.
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Students on other campuses were also beginning to express their
opposition to the war. On May 20, 1964, a group of students at the
University of California (Berkeley), which subsequently became
known for extensive antiwar activities, sent a telegram to Senator
Gruening asking for the withdrawal of U.S. military personnel
from Vietnam.!°* Faculty were also becoming involved. On July
10, 1964, a petition on Vietnam which had been circulated by the
National Committee for a Sane Nuclear Policy (SANE), and signed
by more than 5,000 college and university professors (several thou-
sand others were added afterwards), was presented to the Johnson
administration. It called on the President not to enlarge the war,
and to seek neutralization of the area. One of the signers and pre-
senters was Hans Morgenthau who had been an active member of
the American Friends of Vietnam in the 1950s.105

On the other hand, there continued to be considerable support
for U.S. policy in Vietnam from Congress, the press and the public.
On May 9, 1964, columnist C. L. Sulzberger of the New York Times
(and a member of the family that owned the paper), who had nu-
merous contacts among American and other government elites,
argued that “a continued policy of neither war nor peace” would
lead to the neutralization of Vietnam, which would be a “humiliat-
ing sham,” a “political repetition of Dienbienphu.” “The time for a
showdown has come,” he said. “We certainly don’t want holocaust
any more than we wanted holocaust in Cuba 18 months ago. But
we cannot afford a self-defeating strategy. ... So long as we
permit the Communists to fight according to their own rules, to
train and equip guerrillas in a northern safe-haven and then send
them south, we cannot crush them. Qur only hope of military tri-
umph and positive political settlement would be to destroy their
aggressive base. We should never contemplate invading North Viet-
nam. But it is time to announce that if aggression is not stopped,
we will pulverize its bases and communications.” 106

Laos Flares Up Again, and Planning for U.S. Action in Vietnam In-
tensifies

In mid-May 1964, at about the time McNamara and his party re-
turned from Vietnam, the Communists staged an offensive in Laos,
(after a dispute within the coalition government and the arrest of
Souvanna Phouma by the rightists), that produced great concern in
Washington.1°? The JCS called for more intensive covert oper-
ations in the upcoming second quarter of 34-A, and urged that
these plans be worked out as quickly as possible with South Viet-
nam. The Chiefs also advocated airstrikes against Laos and North
Vietnam, and outlined the projected timetable and results of grad-
uated operations, ranging from those conducted by the Vietnamese
alone to those in which U.S. forces in the Pacific would play a
major role.108

104CR, vol. 110, pp. 11754-11755.

108 New York Times, July 11, 1964.

1007hid., May 9, 1964.

107For a description of these events see Dommen, Conflict in Laos, pp. 261 ff.
108For the JCS proposals, see PP, Gravel ed., vol. III, pp. 165-166.
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On May 21, a little noted but important decision was made to
begin the first direct, overt U.S. military action in Indochina. With
the consent of Souvanna Phouma, the U.S. began reconnaissance
flights over enemy-occupied territory in Laos.!°® In addition, a U.S.
troop alert was ordered in Okinawa, and the Seventh Fleet was
readied for action. U.S. planes began ferrying Laotian troops, and
U.S. personnel flew combat missions in planes of the Laotian air
force.110

That same day, Mansfield endorsed a proposal made the day
before by President de Gaulle to reconvene the Geneva Conference
on Laos. Not only was it in the interest of the United States to
avoid military involvement in Laos, Mansfield said, but there was
also “little likelihood that the situation in Vietnam can be im-
proved without an understanding in Laos along the lines which
General de Gaulle is apparently hopeful of achieving. . . . we must
continue our economic and military assistance to Vietnam, but we
should also consider most carefully the conference proposed by
President de Gaulle. It may well be the last train out for peace in
southeast Asia.”’11!

On May 20, as a result of the events in Laos, and growing prob-
lems in Vietnam, the President directed his advisers to prepare two
basic plans for action in Vietnam, one political and the other mili-
tary, for his consideration. He may also have been prompted to do
so by the advice of Dean Acheson, with whom he had maintained a
close relationship for many years, which was reported to him on
May 19 in a memorandum from one of his assistants, Douglass
Cater. Cater said he had talked to Acheson the night before, and
that “He is greatly concerned that situation in Viet Nam will soon
enter phase when new initiatives become impossible because of
convention and campaign period here at home. He urged that any
assessment of stepping up involvement in Indo-China take into ac-
count that we must act quickly or be prepared to stall for a
while.”112

On May 21, Rusk sent Lodge an “eyes only” cable expressing his
concern about the failure of the South Vietnamese to create a
greater sense of solidarity against the Communists, all well as
more effective actions by the government to increase public confi-
dence and support. It is worth quoting in full:113

1. Situation in Southeast Asia is clearly moving toward basic
decisions both in the Free World and in the communist world.
The present activity with regard to Cambodia, Laos and Viet
Nam illustrates that the central issue of pressures from the
communist North will have to be faced not just by us but by
other allies.

2. [words deleted] The Geneva Accords of 1962 are very spe-
cific and have been grossly violated by the continued presence
of Viet Minh in Laos and the persistent use of Laos for infiltra-
tion of South Viet Nam. We intend to press very hard for the

109Thig may have been the subject of one of the two NSAMs issued on May 19, 1964, but even
the titles of these are still classified.

110Stevenson, The End of Nowhere, pp. 201-202.

111CR, vol. 110, p. 11562.

118Johnson Library, NSF Name File, Cater Memos. X .

113Johnson Library, NSF Country File, Vietnam, Washington to Saigon 2027, May 21, 1964.
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full and complete implementation of those Accords on the basis
of an international and legal position which is very strong
indeed.

3. At a time when we and other governments are facing deci-
sions on further military action in Southeast Asia, including
the possibility of actions against North Viet Nam, the fragility
of the present sitution in South Viet Nam is very much on our
minds. On the basis of my talks with Congressional leaders
and committees and a sensing of public concern about South-
east Asia, I am convinced that the American people will do
what has to be done if there is something to support. The pros-
pect that we might strike the North, with all of the attendant
risks, only to lose the south is most uninviting.

4. We need your judgment as to what more can be done to
achieve both the reality and appearance of greater solidarity
in South Viet Nam and to improve the actual administrative
performance of the government itself in grappling with its
awesome problems.

5. When I was in Saigon, we talked about whether the non-
governmental community could be stimulated to demonstrate
solidarity with the fight against the Viet Cong. Recent reports
of new religious crises, grumblings among senior officials of
government, delays in administration action to get on with the
most elementary tasks of government are all disconcerting.
From this end we are prepared to furnish men, material, funds
on whatever scale is required to defeat the Viet Cong. But I
feel the need to assure the President that everything humanly
possible is being done both in Washington and by the Govern-
ment of Viet Nam to provide a solid base of determination
from which far-reaching decisions could proceed. I would great-
ly appreciate, therefore, your comments on such questions as
the following, plus any others along the same lines which
might occur to you.

(a) Is there any way in which we can shake the main
body of leadership by the scruff of the neck and insist that
they put aside all bickering and lesser differences in order
to concentrate upon the defeat of the Viet Cong?

(b) Can we find some way to get the leaders of the reli-
gious communities to declare a moratorium on their differ-
ences until the anti-religious communist threat has been
thrown back?

(¢0 How can we provide personnel experienced and
trained in military government to work along side Viet
Namese counterparts in order to galvanize the machinery
of Government?

(d) Can we find some way by which General Khanh can
convince larger segments of the people that they have a
%tg.ke? in the success of his leadership against the Viet

ng’

(e) Can we devise further incentives to enlist the full
cooperations of ordinary people both in the cities and in
the countryside to pursue the struggle as one in which
they are personally involved?
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6. Everyone here in Washington is deeply impressed by the
magnitude and difficulty of the problems faced by General
Khanh, yourself and General Harkins but, in the face of a
prospect of a deepening crisis and the possible necessity for
asking the American people to accept larger sacrifices and
grave risks, we want to be sure that nothing is left undone
which could be done to strengthen the position of South Viet
Nam itself.

I find it hard to believe, for example, that General Khanh
and General Minh cannot find a basis to work together as pa-
triotic Viet Namese even though it may require General
Khanh to take some chances on working with some of those he
displaced when he assumed power. I do not understand why so
much delay in strengthening the puny diplomatic effort of Viet
Nam abroad. I can’t see why we are just now able to approve a
January budget. I can’t see why materials in warehouses and
pipelines cannot be moved promptly to the countryside to
achieve the purpose from which such materials are being sup-
plied. Surely administration can go on a war footing and
French techniques of triple entry bureaucracy can be set aside
in order to get prompt action. Having served in India, Burma
and China during World War II I have had considerable per-
sonal experience with how deliberate all deliberate speed can
be in that part of the world, but somehow we must change the
pace at which these people move and I suspect that this can
only be done with a pervasive intrusion of Americans into
their affairs. I would deeply appreciate it if you would give me
your best judgment as to how we on the American side can fur-
ther stimulate Viet Namese solidarity and effort. In other
words, what more can we do to make it quite clear to the
American people that if a great deal more is required of them
there is something solid to support and that what we may ask
of them has point and the prospect of success.

On May 22, McGeorge Bundy reported to the President that four
groups were working on the plans which were requested by the
President on May 20.114 One group under McNaughton was work-
ing on the military plan, the “theory” of which was “that we
should strike to hurt but not to destroy, and strike for the purpose
of changing the North Vietnamese decision on intervention in the
south.” The second group, under William Sullivan, was working on
“marrying Americans to Vietnamese at every level, both civilian
and military.” “The object of this exercise is to provide what
Khanh has repeatedly asked for: the tall American at every point
of stress and strain.” The third group, under Chester Cooper, was
analyzing enemy reactions to possible U.S. moves. The fourth
group, under George Ball, was ‘‘drafting alternative forms of a Con-
gressional resolution so as to give you a full range of choice with
respect to the way in which you would seek Congressional valida-
tion of wider action. (emphasis added) The preliminary consensus is
that such a resolution is essential before we act against North Viet-

114Johnson Library, NSF Aides File, McGeorge Bundy Memos for the President.
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pnam, but that it should be sufficiently general in form not to
commit you to any particular action ahead of time.”

On May 23, the McNaughton group completed a new ‘“‘scenario”
for pressure against North Vietnam. Unlike previous scenarios,
this one did not provide for intermediate “deniable” steps involving
gubstantial attacks that would not be acknowledged. In a cable to
Lodge on May 22, Rusk explained that it had been concluded that
such operations could not be successfully concealed.!!'® Lodge re-
plied that firm action against the North by South Vietnam and the
U.S. was the only way to achieve a significant improvement in
South Vietnam'’s self-defense.118

The May 23 “Scenario for Strikes on North Vietnam’” was based
on the assumption that, as the memo stated, “additional efforts
within South Vietnam by the U.S. will not prevent further deterio-
ration there.” This is the text of the proposed scenario for the 30-
day period, D-30 to D-Day:1'7

1. Stall off any “conference on [Laos or] Vietnam until D-
Day.”

23.1 Intermediary (Canadian?) tell North Vietnam in general
terms that U.S. does not want to destroy the North Vietnam
regime (and indeed is willing “to provide a carrot”), but is de-
termined to protect South Vietnam from North Vietnam.

3. (D-30) Presidential speech in general terms launching
Joint Resolution.

4. (D-20) Obtain Joint Resolution approving past actions and
authorizing whatever is necessary with respect to Vietnam.

Concurrently: An effort should be made to strengthen the
posture in South Vietnam. Integrating (interlarding in a single
chain of command) the South Vietnamese and U.S. military
and civilian elements critical to pacification, down at least to
the district level, might be undertaken.

5. (D-16) Direct CINCPAC to take all prepositioning and lo-
gistic actions that can be taken ‘“quietly” for the D-Day forces
and the forces described in Paragraph 17 below.

6. (D-15) Get Khanh’s agreement to start overt South Viet-
namese air attacks against targets in the North (see D-Day
item 15 below), and inform him of U.S. guarantee to protect
South Vietnam in the event of North Vietnamese and/or Chi-
nese retaliation.

7. (D-14) Consult with Thailand and the Philippines to get
permission for U.S. deployments; and consult with them plus
U.K., Australia, New Zealand and Pakistan, asking for their
open political support for the undertaking and for their partici-
pation in the re-enforcing action to be undertaken in anticipa-
tion of North Vietnamese and/or Chinese retaliation.

8. (D-13) Release an expanded ‘‘Jordan [sic] Report,” includ-
ing recent photography and evidence of the communications

118 PP, Gravel ed., vol. III, pp. 166-167. In another cable he asked Lodge to redouble his efforts
to achjeve greater solidarity in South Vietnam. “We need to assure the President that every-
thing humanly possible is being done both in Washmgton and by the government of Vietnam to
provide a soliX base of determination from which far-reaching decisions could proceed.”

1181bid., p. 166,

1177pid. pp. 167-168.
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nets, giving full documentation of North Vietnamese supply |

and direction of the Viet Cong.

9. (D-12) Direct CINCPAC to begin moving forces and making .
specific plans on the assumption that strikes will be made on 3

D-Day. . . .
10. (D-10) Khanh makes speech demanding that North Viet-

nam stop aggression, threatening unspecified military action if 1

he does not. (He could refer to a “carrot.”)

11. (D-3) Discussions with Allies not covered in Item 7 above,

12. (D-3) President informs U.S. public (and thereby North
Vietnam) that action may come, referring to Khanh speech
(Item 10 above) and declaring support for South Vietnam.

13. (D-1) Khanh announces that all efforts have failed and
that attacks are imminent. (Again he refers to limited goal and
possibly to “carrot.”)

14. (D-Day) Remove U.S. dependents.

15. (D-Day) Launch first strikes. . . . Initially, mine their
ports and strike North Vietnam’s transport and related ability
(bridges, trains) to move South; and then against targets which
have maximum psychological effect on the North’s willingness
to stop insurgency—POL storage, selected airfields, barracks/
training areas, bridges, railroad yards, port facilities, communi-
cations, and industries. Initially, these strikes would be by
South Vietnamese aircraft; they could then be expanded by
adding FARMGATE, or U.S. aircraft, or any combination of
them.

16. (D-Day) Call for conference on Vietnam (and go to UN).
State the limited objective: Not to overthrow the North Viet-
nam regime nor to destroy the country, but to stop DRV-direct-
ed Viet Cong terrorism and resistance to pacification efforts in
the South. Essential that it be made clear that attacks on the
North will continue (i.e, no cease-fire) until (a) terrorism,
armed attacks, and armed resistance to pacification efforts in
the South stop, and (b) communications on the networks out of
the North are conducted entirely in uncoded form.”

On May 24 and 25 the principal members (called the Executive
Committee, or ExCom) of the NSC considered the scenario, and on
May 25 a memorandum from them, ‘“Basic Recommendations and
Projected Course of Action on Southeast Asia,” was signed and sent
to the President by McGeorge Bundy.

These were its recommendations:118

1. It is recommended that you make a Presidential decision
that the U.S. will use selected and carefully graduated military
force against North Vietnam, under the following conditions:
(after appropriate diplomatic and political warning and prepa-
ration, (2) and unless such warning and preparations—in com-
bination with other efforts—should produce a sufficient im-
provement of non-Communist prospects in South Vietnam and
in Laos to make military actions against North Vietnam un-
necessary.

118Johnson Library, NSF Country File, Vietnam.
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2. This basic Presidential decision is recommended on these
premises:

(1) that the U.S. cannot tolerate the loss of Southeast
Asia to Communism;

(2) that without a decision to resort to military action if
necessary, the present prospect is not hopeful, in South
Vietnam or in Laos.

(3) that a decision to use force if necessary, backed by
resolute and extensive deployment, and conveyed by every
possible means to our adversaries, gives the best present
chance of avoiding the actual use of such force.

The memorandum added, however, “It is further recommended

that our clear purpose in this decision should be to use all our in-
fluence to bring about a major reduction or elimination of North
Vietnamese interference in Laos and in South Vietnam, and not to
unroll a scenario aimed at the use of force as an end in itself.”

In making these recommendations, the memorandum stated:

It is the hope and best estimate of most of your advisers that
a decision of this kind can be executed without bringing a
major military reply from Red China, and still less from the
Soviet Union. It is also the prevailing estimate that selective
and carefully prepared military action against North Vietnam
will not trigger acts of terror and military operations by the
Viet Cong which would engulf the Khanh regime. Nevertheless,
it is recognized that in making this decision we must accept two
risks: (1) the risk of escalation toward major land war or the
use of nuclear weapons; (2) the risk of a reply in South Viet-
nam itself which would lose that country to neutralism and so
eventually to Communism.” (emphasis in original)

The memorandum recommended the following course of action,
to be taken in the sequence given:

(1) A Presidential decision. . . .

(2) The establishment of communication with Hanoi (through
the Canadians) and with other adversaries of major importance
(USSR, France, [sic] Red China).

The purpose of these communications would be to make very
clear both the seriousness of U.S. will and the limited charac-
ter of U.S. objectives. We intend that Communism shall not
take over Southeast Asia, but we do not intend or desire the
destruction of the Hanoi regime. If terror and subversion end,
major improvement in relations is possible. It is only if they do
not end that trouble is coming.

@A Honolulu conference and discussion with Thailand.

_This meeting, which might occur early next week, would be
directed to the establishment of full understanding with Am-
b_assadog Lodge and MACV, and to possible intense consulta-
tions with Ambassador Unger and Ambassador Martin from
Thailand. At the same time, or just after, we would communi-
cate our basic determination and our opening strategy to the
fovernments of Thailand, Laos and South Vietnam. This Hono-
ulu meeting would imply major decisions also to intensify our
efforts in South Vietnam (along lines to be presented in n sepa-
rate paper).
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(4) Action at the UN.
This would probably take a double form:

(a) in the broadest terms, we would present the prob-
lem of Communist aggression in Southeast Asia, to- §
gether with much hitherto secret evidence proving j

Hanoi’s responsibility;

(b) in parliamentary terms, we would probably ask a }
resolution confined to the Pathet Lao aggression in j}
Laos. It is the current estimate of our UN experts that |
on a wider resolution involving South Vietnam we ;
might not have the necessary seven votes for affirma- !
tive action. The one thing we do not want is to take
our basic political case to the UN and fail to muster a

majority.

The basic object of this exercise would be a double '

one:

(a) to give worldwide publicity to the basic prob-

lem through the voice of Stevenson, and

{(b) to make it perfectly plain if we move to fur- |

ther action that we had done our best at the UN.

(5) A formal announcement by us and by our friends that the

requirements of the UN resolution (whether or not it was
vetoed) are not being met.

The purpose of this step is to clarify again that we have
tried the UN and that it is not our fault that there has been
an inadequate response.

(6) Consultation of SEATO allies.

We believe this should take place both by a meeting of the
SEATO Council in Bangkok and by more intense consultations
in the capitals of the more energetic members of SEATO, nota-
bly Australia, New Zealand, Great Britain, The Philippines,
and Thailand. We do not expect Pak or French support. The
object would be to obtain basic agreement on the next steps
toward action and commitment of forces at as high a level as
possible.

(T) The first deployments toward Southeast Asia of U.S. and,
hopefully, allied forces.

t is our recommendation that these deployments be on a
very large scale, from the beginning, so as to maximize their
deterrent impact and their menace. We repeat our view that a
pound of threat is worth an ounce of action—as long as we are
not bluffing.

(8) A Congressional Resolution.*!?

We agree that no such resolution should be sought until
Civil Rights is off the Senate calendar, and we believe that the
preceding stages can be conducted in such a way as to leave a
free choice on the timing of such a resolution. Some of us rec-
ommend that we aim at presenting and passing the resolution
between the passage of Civil Rights and the convening of the
Republican Convention. Others believe that delay may be to
our advantage and that we could as well handle the matter
later in the summer, in spite of domestic politics.

119For the text of the draft congressional resolution proposed on May 25, see PP, DOD ed.,
book 4, IV. C. 2., following p. 42.
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9) A further and expanded deployment of military force
toward the theater.

The object of this continuing deployment, after the passage
of the resolution, is to give still more time for threat to do the
work of action.

(10) Initial strike against the north.

This would be very carefully designed to have more deter-
rent than destructive impact, as far as possible. This action
would be accompanied by the simultaneous withdrawal of U.S.
dependents from south Vietnam and by active diplomatic of-
fensives in the Security Council, or in a Geneva Conference, or
poth, aimed at restoring the peace throughout the area. This
peace-keeping theme will have been at the center of the whole
enterprise from the beginning. .

There is no declassified record of the actions President Johnson
took on these proposals, but he did approve the recommendation
for a meeting of high-level U.S. officials to give further consider-
ation to the situation, and this was hastily convened in Honolulu
on June 1-3, 1964.

Meanwhile, Sullivan’s Vietnam Coordinating Committee had
completed its report on having “Americans assume de facto com-
mand of GVN’s machinery.” Americans, Sullivan said, should be
“integrated into the Vietnamese chain of command, both military
and civil,” at all levels of government. “For cosmetic purposes,’
however, he said, “American personnel would not assume titles
which would show command functions, but would rather be listed
as ‘assistants’ to the Vietnamese principals. . . .”120

It is not clear in what form the Sullivan proposals were present-
ed to the President, but they were discussed—and dismissed—at
the Honolulu Conference. (When the cable describing the agenda
for that meeting was sent to Lodge, it stated that although U.S.
personnel would be listed as “assistants” to the Vietnamese, “In
practice . . . we would expect them to carry a major share of the
burden of decision and action. . . .")121

On May 30, Rusk, who had attended the funeral of Prime Minis-
ter Jawaharlal Nehru of India, and was en route to the Honolulu
Conference, stopped by Saigon to see Khanh. He pointed out to
Khanh, as stated in the cable to Washington summarizing the
meeting,!22 that, “. . . one of main problems President faces is jus-
tifying to American people whatever course of action may be neces-
sary or indicated as matter of internal solidarity of SVN. Secretary
noted that if struggle escalates, only U.S. will have the forces to
cope with it. This basic reality means President has heavy responsi-
bility of making vital decisions and leading American public opin-
lon to accept them. Difficult to do this if SVN appears hopelessly
divided and rent by internal quarrels.” Khanh, in turn, stressed
the need for acting against the Communists in eastern Laos and

!200n May 27, a meeting of McGeorge Bundy, McNaughton, and General Goodpaster was
held to discuss Sullivan’s proposals, as slightly revised by Mendenhall in the interim. At this
Mmeeting the proposals presumably were endorsed, but there is no declassified record of that dis-
cussion. See PP, Gravel ed., vol. 1I, pp. 319-820. For a summary of the Mendenhall paper see
ibid,, vol. III, p. 74.

1317hid., vol. I1I, p. 73.

'231bid., pp. 320-322.
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North Vietnam, and wanted to know what U.S. intentions wera
with respect to widening the war. Rusk replied that he did not]
know, but that the matter would be considered in Honolulu, and}
that the President would have to decide.

In his discussion with Khanh, Rusk emphasized the following
points: -

A. Since 1945 U.S. had taken 165,000 casualties in defense of’
free world against Communist encroachments, and most of }
these casualties were in Asia. .

B. U.S. would never again get involved in a land war in Asia
limited to conventional forces. Our population was 190,000,000, }
Mainland China had at least 700,000,000. We would not allow ]
ourselves to be bled white fighting them with conventiona]
weapons. ‘

C. This meant that if escalation brought about major Chi-
nese attack, it would also involve use of nuclear arms. Many |
free world leaders would oppose this. Chiang Kai-Shek had told }
him fervently he did, and so did U Thant. Many Asians seemed g
to see an element of racial discrimination in use of nuclear }
arms; something we would do to Asians but not to Westerners. }
Khanh replied he certainly had no quarrel with American use
of nuclear arms, noted that decisive use of Atomic bombs on |
Japan had in ending war saved not only American but also
Japanese lives. One must use the force one had; if Chinese |
used masses of Humanity, we would use superior fire power.

D. Regardless what decisions were reached at Honolulu, 1
their implementation would require positioning of our forces. §
This would take time. Khanh must remember we had other re- |
sponsibilities in Asia and must be able react anywhere we had }
forces or commitments. Not by chance was this Conference }
being held at Honolulu; the combined headquarters of all
American forces in Pacific was there.

On May 28, General LeMay, Air Force Chief of Staff, and its rep- }
resentative on the JCS, who, in Taylor’s absence, was acting chair- |
man of the JCS at the time, advised the other chiefs that the U.S.
was “losing Asia fast.” At the Honolulu meeting, he said, the JCS
should present a plan by which the U.S. and the South Vietnamese
could “start winning.” The only way to prevent North Vietnam’s
support of Communist activity in Laos and South Vietnam, he said,
was to destroy their ability to do so. He proposed air attacks on in-
filtration points at Dien Bien Phu and Vinh. The other Chiefs
agreed, and the JCS notified McNamara of this position. When
Taylor returned to Washington, he told McNamara that he agreed
with the need to put additional pressure on the north, but pre-
ferred more limited action against targets that were less risky than
Dien Bien Phu and Vinh.123 Taylor said that there were three
main alternatives:124

a. A massive air attack on all significant military targets in
North Vietnam for the purpose of destroying them and thereby
making the enemy incapable of continuing to assist the Viet
Cong and the Pathet Lao.

123Futrell, The Advisorl'y Years to 1965, p. 205.
134PP, Gravel ed., vol. III, p. 179.
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b. A lesser attack on some significant part of the military
target system in North Vietnam for the dual purpose of con-
vincing the enemy that it is to his interest to desist from
aiding the Viet Cong and the Pathet Lao,'and, if pos_31ble, of
obtaining his cooperation in calling off the insurgents in South
Vietnam and Laos. .

c. Demonstrative strikes against limited military targets to
show U.S. readiness and intent to pass to alternative b or a
above. These demonstrative strikes would have the same dual
purpose as in alternative b. ) .

Taylor said he preferred the second alter:natw_e,_ but that po’}ltl-
cal considerations will incline our responsible civilian officials” to
opt for the third. In a memo to Taylor on June 10, McNamara

agreed.
The Honolulu Conference, June 1-3, 1964

At the Honolulu Conference, attended by all top U.S. officials
from Washington and Saigon, the principal subjects of discussion
were how best to apply pressure to North Vietnam, what to do in
Laos if diplomatic efforts failed and the military situation wors-
ened, how South Vietnam could be strengthened, and how to pre-
pare the U.S. public for an expanded war. “Our point of depar-
ture,” according to the State Department guidance cable, “is and
must be that we cannot accept overrunning of Southeast Asia by
Hanoi and Peiping.”!2% In the same cable the State Department
said that the President was consulting closely with congressional
leaders, and that he “will wish Congress associated with him on
any steps which carry with them substantial acts and risks of esca-
lation.”

At the Conference, Lodge argued for attacking the north in order
to help the south. “. . . if we bombed Tchepone [on the Ho Chi
Minh Trail in eastern Laos] or attacked the [North Vietnamese tor-
pedo] boats,” he said (emphasis added), this would produce greater
unity in the South.128 The general consensus of those at the Con-
ference, however, was that attacks on the north or on Laos were
not required at that time (the JCS disagreed), and that plans for
such action needed to be prepared more carefully. U.S. public opin-
ion would also have to be prepared for expansion of the war.
(McNamara said it would take at least 30 days to prepare the
public.) Moreover, it was felt that the Khanh government would
not be strong enough to participate in such a war until the end of
the year. These factors suggested that major military action
against the north should be delayed until the necessary prepara-
tions could be made. Rusk took the position that the U.S. “should
not be considering quick action unless the Pathet Lao lunged
toward the Mekong.” )

The question of possible Chinese intervention was considered,
and General Taylor said the assumption in Washington was that it
was unlikely the Chinese would intervene in force. If they did, it
would take five to seven divisions, mostly U.S,, to stop them.

125 7bid p. 78, "
128This and other references to the Conference are from ibid., vol. II, pp. 323-325, and vol. III,
Pp. 171-176.
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The use of nuclear weapons was raised by McNamara. ‘“Admiral

[Harry D.] Felt [CINCPAC] responded emphatically that there was

no possible way to hold off the communists on the ground without
the use of tactical nuclear weapons, and that it was essential that
the commanders be given the freedom to use these as had been as-
sumed under the various plans. He said that without nuclear weap-
ons the ground force requirement was and had always been com-
pletely out of reach.” General Taylor, however, was more doubtful
about the need for nuclear weapons. Rusk “said that another possi-
bility we must consider would be the Soviets stirring up trouble
elsewhere. We should do everything we could to minimize this risk,
but it too must be considered. He went on to stress the nuclear
question, noting that in the last ten years this had come to include
the possibility of a nuclear exchange, with all that this involved.”
General Taylor's response was, ‘“there was a danger of reasoning
ourselves into inaction. From a military point of view . . . the U.S,
could function in Southeast Asia about as well as anywhere in the
world except Cuba.” 127

Concerning the strengthening of South Vietnam, both Lodge and
Gen. William Westmoreland (who had replaced Harkins) objected
to Sullivan’s plan, which Taylor said was favored by the Presi-
dent,128 for encadrement of American personnel. They thought it
would create an anticolonialist reaction, and could lead to even
greater dependence on the United States.

Westmoreland proposed increasing U.S. civilian and military per-
sonnel in eight critical provinces, and this was accepted by the con-
ferees in lieu of the Sullivan proposal. (Westmoreland also agreed
with Lodge about the need for military action, such as airstrikes in
eastern Laos, to galvanize the South Vietnamese.)

About 3 weeks later, on June 25, 1964, Westmoreland asked for
900 additional U.S. military advisers. By mid-July he asked for an-
other 4,200 U.S. military personnel. McNamara's only objection
was to Westmoreland’s schedule; he thought that all of the addi-
tional advisers should be sent to Vietnam by the end of September.
(None was sent until after the Presidential election.)!2?

Considerable attention was given at the Honolulu Conference to
the question of influencing U.S. public opinion, and to the desir-
ability of a congressional resolution. According to the Pentagon
Papers,'3¢ “The conference concluded that the crucial actions for
the immediate future were (1) to prosecute an urgent information
effort in the United States toward dispelling the basic doubts of the
value of Southeast Asia which were besetting key members of Con-
gress and the public in the budding ‘great debate,’ and (2) to start
diplomatic efforts with the Thais, Australians, New Zealanders,
Philippines, and the French on matters within their cognizance
which impinged on our effort in South Vietnam.”

Concerning the congressional resolution, the text of which was
read to the group by Sullivan, Lodge said he did not think it would
be required if the U.S. were to engage only in tit-for-tat reprisal

1277bid., vol. III, p. 175.

1288words and Plowshares, p. 313.
129 pp Gravel ed., vol. 11, pp. 468-470.
1307bid., p. 325.
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pombing. Rusk, McNamara and McCone, however, argued for a res-
olution. Rusk said that some of the military requirements might re-
quire calling up the reserves, which was a sensitive political issue.
“He also stated,” according to the Pentagon Papers,'3! ‘‘that public
opinion on our Southeast Asia policy was badly divided in the
United States at the moment and that, therefore, the President
needed an affirmation of support.” McNamara pointed out that
such action by Congress would be desirable in view of the possibili-
ty that as many as seven divisions might have to be deployed to
protect South Vietnam against possible action by China. McCone
said that passage of a resolution should act as a deterrent to North
Vietnam and China.

The Honolulu Conference ended on June 3, 1964 with agreement
on three points: first, that the U.S. advisory effort would be ex-
panded in key provinces; second, that plans for pressures on North
Vietnam would be refined, and, meanwhile, that stronger military
action would be delayed; third, that a campaign would be launched
to influence U.S. public opinion and to secure the support of allied
countries. Rusk subsequently cabled Saigon this list of expanded
actionszin the provinces that had been agreed upon at the Confer-
ence:13

(1) Move in additional VN troops to assure numerical superi-
ority over VC. .

(2) Assign control of all troops in province to province chief.

(8) Develop and execute detailed hamlet by hamlet “oil spot”
and “clear and hold” operations plans for each of the approxi-
mate 40 districts.

(4) Introduce a system of population control (curfews, ID
papers, intelligence network).

(5) Increase the province police force.

(6) Expand the information program.
(1) Develop a special economic aid program for each prov-
ince.

(8) Add additional U.S. personnel

320 military province and district advisors
40 USOF province and district advisors
74 battalion advisors (2 from each of 37 battalions)
434

(9) Transfer military personnel to fill existing and future
USOM shortages.

(10) Establish joint US/GVN teams to monitor the program
at both national and provincial level.

On June 3, Rusk, McNamara, McCone and others met with the
President to report on the Conference. There is no declassified doc-
ument on this meeting, but the Pentagon Papers states!3? that a
memo from William Bundy to Rusk may indicate what the Presi-
dent was told:

Citing a ‘“‘somewhat less pessimistic estimate” of conditions
in South Vietnam, the “somewhat shaky” but hopeful situa-

1317bid,, vol. III, p. 174.
1337bid., vol. II, p. 825.
13381bid., vol. III, p. 176.
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tion in Laos, and the military timing factors reported above:
Bundy counseled taking more time “to refine our plans and es-
timates.” Criticizing CINCPAC’s presentation on military plan- |

ning, he stated that it “served largely to highlight some of the

difficult issues we still have.” These he identified as: “(1) the
likely effects of force requirements for any significant oper- i
ations against the [Laotian] Panhandle”; (2) the trade-off be- !
tween the precautionary advantages of a major build-up of }

forces prior to wider action and the possible disdavantages of

distorting the signal of our limited objectives; (3) the sensitivity }
of estimates of communist reactions to different levels and

tempos of a military build-up; and (4) the need for “more re-

fined targeting and a clearer definition of just what should be j

hit and how thoroughly, and above all, for what objective.”

In particular, Bundy emphasized to Secretary Rusk the need
for immediate efforts in the information and intelligence areas. |
These were needed, he said, “both for the sake of refining our |
plans and for preparing materials to use for eventual support
of wider action if decided upon’—particularly to support the |
diplomtic track in Laos. He called for “an urgent U.S. informa- !
tion effort” to “get at the basic doubts of the value of South- !
east Asia and-the importance of our stake there . . .” Howev-
er, noting the problem of “handling the high degree of expecta- |
tions flowing from the conference itself,” Bundy recommended |
“careful guidance and consideration of high-level statements |
and speeches in the next two weeks” to assure that our posture ]

appeared firm.

According to William Bundy, the President accepted the Honolu- ‘

lu recommendations “without hesitation.” 134

On June 4, Lodge met with Khanh to tell him about the Confer- i
ence, and “the main thrust of his talk with Khanh was to hint that |
the USG would in the immediate future be preparing U.S. public

opinion for actions against North Vietnam.”135
A few weeks later, President Johnson approved some increases in

the U.S. advisory effort, and apparently gave McNamara and the |
military clearance to study further the question of applying pres- }
sure on North Vietnam, as well as permission to prepare logistical- 1

ly for the introduction of U.S. ground forces into Indochina.

During this period (the end of May and the first part of June )}
1964) congressional Republicans, especially in the House, prompted |
in part by a request on May 18 for $125 million in additional funds -
for the U.S. program, became more vocal in their criticism of the 1

administration’s management of the war in Vietnam. They said it

was a “no-win” policy, and that the U.S. should decide to win, or ;
get out.'3® William S. Broomfield (R/Mich.), a member of the |
House Foreign Affairs Committee, introduced a resolution!3? on |

May 21 calling on the President to use every means to support

South Vietnam and to prevent infiltration from outside its borders, |

and to reassert U.S. determination to defend South Vietham and

134Bundy MS,, ch. 13, p. 21.

138 pp Gravel ed., vol. II, p. 825.

1368ee CR, vol. 110, pp. 11116, 11397-98, 11402-08, 11451.
137H.J. Res. 1034, 88th Cong.
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Southeast Asia. “There should remain,” the resolution concluded,
“pot the slightest doubt as to the determination of the United
states Government to pursue this course of action, and to fully
inform the American people of what will be necessary to defend
freedom in South Vietnam and in southeast Asia.”!38

Republican Senator Aiken of Vermont, a member of the Foreign
Relations Committee, was opposed, however, both to military esca-
lation and to precipitate withdrawal, and said that the U.S. should
maintain a “stalemate with the rebels for the time being if that is
the best we can do.” He favored efforts to achieve a political settle-
ment, but also said he would support the stationing of some U.S,
forces in Thailand “for defensive purposes if the government of
that country requests it and if the government and the people of
Thailand are willing to defend their own country with full force,
and ’}{' 3guch action is not a prelude to a wide expansion of the
war.

On May 26, Senate Republican leader Dirksen declared that the
administration’s “indecision” on Vietnam was ‘“dribbling awa
both American lives and American prestige in Southeast Asia.”
President Johnson responded that same day by asking Dirksen and
eight other Republican Senators to a meeting at the White House
to discuss the situation in Southeast Asia.l14°

On June 2, partisan feuding became a bit more intense when
Melvin R. Laird (R/Wis.) complained in a speech in the House that
the President was not being “completely forthright” in a statement
in his press conference that morning a{‘;out U.S. contingency plans
for attacking North Vietnam.!4! Laird said that in his work as
chairman of the Republican platform committee for the 1964 Re-
gublican national convention he had been informed by Secretary of

tate Rusk that the U.S. was preparing contingency plans for Viet-
nam, including ‘“the preparation of plans to go north into North
Vietnam. . . .” He added that he had used this information, which
was not classified, in a radio interview the previous Sunday. Yet,
Laird said, the President had stated in his press conference, “I
know of no plans being made to that effect.”142 “I regret that the
President of the United States used his news conference in this
way,” Laird continued, “because the American people deserve to be
informed and have the right to know.” This comment was immedi-
ately reported by one of the wire services, as follows: “Representa-
tive Melvin R. Laird, Republican, of Wisconsin, today charged that
Pregldent Johnson ‘deliberately misled the American people in
stating that there were not plans to take the war in Vietnam to
the Communist north.””’143 This wire service story appeared on the

. '**For Broomfield’s discussion of the need for Congress to express its commitment to defend-
Ing Vletpam and Southeast Asia see CR, vol. 110, pp. 13249-13251. Broomfield and many other
g:nsresmonnl Republicans also took the position that the U.S. program in Vietnam should be

tter funded, and they succeeded in amending the 1964 foreign aid authorization bill to ear-
mark $200 mxlpon in nphtary support (supporting assistance) funds for use only in Vietnam
Unless the President decided otherwise and repo his decision to Congress. See Public Law 88-

» 8ec. 107. The President’s request for an additional $125 million for Vietnam was passed by

Congress without significant opposition or debate.

'3°CR, vol. 110, p. 12878.

'4SNew York Times, May 27, 1964.

1*1CR, vol. 110, p. 12460.

14236 Public Papers o{ the Presidents, Lyndon B. Johnson, 1964, p. 789.

'43CR, vol. 110, p. 12476.
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press ticker in the House lobby (adjacent to the Chamber), and g
few minutes later senior Democrats on the Defense Appropriation
Subcommittee of the House Appropriations Committee, on whicly
Laird served, accused Laird of misleading the public, and implied
that he had used secret information on such contingency plans]
given to the subcommittee by McNamara a short time earlier
Laird stood his ground, repeating his statements he had been given]
the information from the Department of State, and that the Presis]
dent was not being forthright.!4+ ]
Republican Representative Eugene Siler, from a rural district in:
Kentucky, marched to a different drummer. On June 8, 1964, he|
said in a speech in the House:145 ]
. . . I rise to announce my candidacy for President of the]}
United States. ]

I am running with the understanding that I will resign after |

24 hours in the White House and let my Vice President take |
over the duties thereafter. Accordingly, I want an able and suf-:
ficient Vice President to run with me and then succeed me {
after that first day. :
What I propose to do in my 1 day as President is to call |
home our 15,000 troops in South Vietnam and cancel our part

of that ill fated, unnecessary, and un-American campaign in
southeast Asia. . . . '
Despite these few protests from Congress, general congressional |
opinion, as summarized on June 2, 1964, by Frederick Dutton, the |
head of the State Department’s office of congressional relations, §
was ‘“cautious or noncommital.” “Even most of those supporting
the Administration’s present course are often wary about it,” he |
said, adding, “Actually the level of interest in Southeast Asia is not
at all high, which suggests to me not merely political caution in an }
election year but low understanding or care about the problem. I |
suspect the overwhelming majority of Congress would support a |
Presidential initiative—but would also still try to keep sufficiently |
remote to be able to second-guess it if things went bad or were pro- }
longed.” 146 ]

Preparing a Congressional Resolution

After the Honolulu Conference, planning continued for a con-
gressional resolution, and between June 8 and 15, 1964, several }
interdepartmental meetings were held on the subject. For the
meeting on June 10, William Bundy prepared a discussion paper,
“Alternative Public Positions for U.S. on Southeast Asia for the
Period July 1-November 15.”147 (Note the post-Presidential elec- |
tion date of November 15.) “It is agreed,” the paper said, “that the |
U.S. will wish to make its position on Southeast Asia as clear and
strong as possible in the next five months. The immediate water-
shed decision is whether or not the Administration should seek a
Congressional resolution giving general authority for action which |

1441bid., pp. 12475-12477.
1457bid., pp. 12889-12890. i
146“Lo0se Congressional Breakdown on Southeast Asia Situation,” June 2, 1964, sent by

Dutton to McGeorge Bundy on that date. Johnson Library, NSF Country File, Vietnam. )
147 Johnson Library, NSé History File, Gulf of Tonkin Attacks.
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the President may judge necessary to defend the peace and security
of the area.” :

According to Bundy’s paper, the ‘“‘scenario” for a congressional
resolution would entail, first, “to prepare the case in favor.” There
would then have to be a “. . . major public campaign by the Ad-
ministration. A very important element in such a campaign would
be early and outspoken support by leading members of Congress.”
The resolution would be preceded by a Presidential message. The
resolution would not be sent to Congress, however, “. . . unless
careful Congressional soundings indicate rapid passage by a very
substantial majority.”

In preparing the case for the resolution certain questions would
arise, one of which would be, “Does this resolution imply a blank
check for the President to go to war over Southeast Asia?” The pro-
posed answer was as follows:

The resolution will indeed permit selective use of force, but
hostilities on a larger scale are not envisaged, and in any case
any large escalation would require a call-up of Reserves and
thus a further appeal to the Congress. More broadly, there is
no intent to usurp the powers of the Congress, but rather a
need for confirmation of the powers of the President as Com-
mander in Chief in an election year. The basic precedents are
the Formosa Resolution, the Middle East Resolution, and, in a
sense, the [Arthur H.] Vandenberg Resolution.

A decision to seek a congressional resolution, the paper stated,
would not be “a small undertaking,” and such a move would have
“heavy implications.” ‘A strong campaign in defense of this resolu-
tion will require a substantial increase in the commitment of U.S.
prestige and power to success in Southeast Asia.” .

The advantages and disadvantages of seeking a resolution at that
time were summarized as follows:

The great advantages of an early Congressional resolution
are international. It would give add};tional freedom to the Ad-
ministration in choosing courses of action; still more impor-
tant, it would give a signal of this new freedom of action and
firmness of purpose in a number of important capitals, the
most important of which are in Southeast Asia, on both sides
of the line.

If we do not seek a Congressional Resolution, the interna-
tional disadvantages are obvious, in that we may seem to have
a relative lack of freedom of action and will not have built the
major new base of commitment and of authority which in the
best of cases such a resolution, with its attendant debate,
might provide. On the other hand, if we do not have a resolu-
tion, we do not have the risks of a contest at home, nor do we
pin ourselves to a level of concern and public notice which
might be embarrassing if in fact we do not find it wise to take
drastic action in the months immediately ahead. Thus we need
to consider how much our course of action may be limited if we
do not seek a Congressional Resolution.

First, it should be recognized that there are alternative
forms of bipartisan support for action: consultation with Eisen-
hower and the Republican candidate; discussion with biparti-
san leadership of Congress; direct Presidential appeal to the
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people; ample, if not always encouraging, precedent for Presi-
dential action, as in Korea.

Second, there is a wide range of actions which are plainly
permissible without a resolution. These include direct military
action by South Vietnamese forces, and very substantial de-
ployments of U. S. air, sea and ground forces. Within the
framework of SEATO, and in defense of the agreements of
1962, we can plausibly move troops even into Vietnam, Thai-
land and Laos itself if the appropriate governments request it.
Short of direct U. S. military action against North Vietnam,
we could almost surely maintain adequate freedom of action
even without a Congressional Resolution.

Third, the only time we can get a resolution, in the absence
of acute emergency, is within the next three weeks. A strong
case can be made that we do not now need to commit ourselves
so heavily,' and that if the situation changes drastically, we
could readily respond by emergency session, certainly in No-
vember, and conceivably in September too. (emphasis in origi-
nal)

Bundy’s paper came down on the side of waiting: “On balance, it
appears that we need a Congressional Resolution if and only if we
decide that a substantial increase of national attention and inter-
national tension is a necessary part of the defense of Southeast
Asia in the coming summer.”

At the interdepartmental meeting on June 10 where this paper
was discussed it was agreed, according to a memorandum later that
day from McGeorge Bundy to the President, that, “. . . we do not
now recommend an attempt to get an early resolution. We think
the risks outweigh the advantages, unless and until we have a firm
decision to take more drastic action than we currently plan.”?48

On June 11, the State Department prepared a draft of a congres-
sional resolution, with alternative language for two of the resolu-
tion’s three sections.14? After the “Whereas” or policy statement,
the proposed resolution was as follows:

Sec. 1. That the maintenance of international peace and se-
curity in Southeast Asia and the preservation of the political
independence and territorial integrity of the non- Communist
nations of the area, including the Republic of Viet-Nam and
Laos, is required by the national interest of the United States:

* L ® * * * *

Alternative Drafts of Section 2

Alternative Based on the Middle East Resolution of 1957:

Sec. 2. To this end, if the President determines the necessity
thereof, the United States is prepared, upon request from any
nation in Southeast Asia, to take, consistently with the Char-
ter of the United Nations, all measures including the use of
armed forces to assist that nation in the defense of its political

148Johnson Library, NSF Aides File, McGeorge Bundy Memos for President.
149The text is in the Johnson Library, NSC iatorA)r File, Gulf of Tonkin Attacks. An earlier
and similar version dated June 5 is located in NSF Aides Files, McGeorge Bundy, Meetings on

SE Asia.
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independence and territorial integrity against aggression or
Sl.ll';;verSIO? squorted,hcontrolled or directed from any Commu-
nist country. Any such measures shall be reported to the Secu-
rity Council of the United Nations. po °

L] * * - * L L]

Alternative Based on the Cuba Resolution of 1962:

Sec. 2. That the United States is determined to prevent by
whatever means may be necessary, including the use of arms
the Communist regime in North Viet-Nam, with the aid and
support of the Communist regime in China, from extending, by
force of threat of force, its aggressive or subversive activities
against any non- Communist nation in Southeast Asia.

L] » L] * * * L]

Alternative Drafts of Section 3

First Alternative:

Sec. 8. This Resolution shall expire when the President shall
determine that the peace and security of Southeast Asia is rea-
sonably assured by international conditions created by action
%f(') the United Nations or otherwise, and shall so report to the

ngress. ‘

* *® * L] * * L

Seé::;ld :fdternative:
. 3. This Resolution shall expire on January 8 (? ]
1965 [date of convening of the next Congress.] v 8 O, loic]
As will be seen in the following chapter, the Gulf of Tonkin Reso-
lution, while _containing provisions similar to section 1 and to the
first alternatnt'e for both sections 2 and 3 of this draft of June 11
was an even stronger grant of power to the President than th !
guxge u:i the Julvlc_a l11 draft. an the lan
ccording to William Bundy,15° the June 11 resolution was pre-
pared by t‘l?e.staffs of,' ,Stabe, Defense and the White House, and Iv)vra‘s
ae,yle_awed with care” by a group consisting of McGeorge Bundy,
Jaﬂn}gn'}‘h Bundy,( D}:)u la(sls Cat?irf(a White House assistant) and
omson (who
NSOC Sty ad moved from the State Department to the
In June 12, there was further discussion of a congressional reso-
g(l)tlon, based on VWilliam Bundy’s June 12 “Memorandum on the
. C\:1(1;heas’c ASIalSﬁteuai:l%n: Pro%alble Developments and the Case for
ngressional Resolution.” Pent i
memoxi:_?ndum 1| Resolution, e Pentagon Papers summarized the
ven though the Administration did not expect “to move i
the near future to military action against Nogteh Vietnan‘ll,?’ lilé
recognized that sngmficgnt changes in the local situations in
both Laos and South Vietnam were “beyond our control and
could compel us to reconsider this position.” Although our dip-
lomatic track in Laos appeared hopeful, and our now firm es-
corted reconnaissance operations provided an image of U.S. re-

!80Bundy MS.,, ch. 18, p. 24.
'81PP, Gravel ed., vol. ITI, p. 180. (emphasis in original) The full text of i
EC History nl'ﬂe. Gulf of Tonki; :ttﬁt}:‘l:.,n:rlex.“ﬁ?dum ®

now available at the Johnson Library, N
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solve to complement the Polish negotiating scheme, we needed
to be able to augment this posture in the event negotiations |
stalemated. If Souvanna were to become discouraged, or if
Khanh were to view our efforts to obtain a Laotian settlement }

as a sign of willingness to alter our objectives, we would need
additional demonstrations of our firmness to keep these lead-
ers from being demoralized. Since additional military actions
in Laos and South Vietnam did not hold much promise, actions

or the strong threat of actions against the North might need to

be considered. For these reasons, an immediate Congressional
resolution was believed required as “a continuing demonstra-
tion of U.S firmness and for complete flexibility in the hands
of the Executive in the coming political months.”

A congressional resolution, Bundy’s memorandum stated, should
be drafted in consultation with congressional leaders in such a way
as to ensure its immediate and strong support and passage without
extended and divisive debate. It should “‘support any action re-
quired but must at the same time place maximum stress on our
peaceful objectives and our willingness to accept eventual negotiat-
ed solutions so that we might hope to have the full support of the
school of thought headed by Senator Mansfield and Senator Aiken
and leave ourselves with die-hard opposition only from Senator
Morse and his very few cohorts.”

With respect to timing, the memorandum stated that July would
be difficult because of the Republican convention, as would August
because of the possible last-minute rush of Congress to adjourn
before the Democratic convention. The memorandum concluded,
therefore, that the resolution should be sent to Congress during the
week of June 22. It added this very interesting point: “It may be
argued that a Congressional Resolution under present circum-
stances faces the serious difficulty that there is no drastic change
in_the situation to point to. The opposing argument is that we
might well not have such a drastic change even later in the
summer and yet conclude—either because of the Polish consulta-
tions [meetings then being planned for negotiating a new settle-
ment in Laos] or because of the South Viet-Nam situation—that we
had to act.” (emphasis in original)

Some years later, William Bundy had this comment:152

The case for a Resolution seemed to many, including myself,
strong. The country was heading into an election campaign, in
which the Congress would be away much of the time till early
January of 1965. Yet there might at any time be some develop-
ment in Southeast Asia that would call for quick action of a
directly military character. Moreover, the strongest possible
deterrent to Hanoi’s pressing its local advantages in Laos and
South Vietnam would surely be a Congressional expression of
US steadiness and willingness to go further if need be. No
longer, of course, was a Congressional Resolution being put for-
ward in the context of a sequential plan to get Hanoi to pull
back, but even without such a plan there seemed much that it
could accomplish. Many of us harked back to the Middle East

182Bundy MS,, ch. 13, pp. 23-24.
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Resolution the Congress had adopted in March of 1957, at a
time when there was no drastic or immediate threat in the
area, but when the US posture was felt to need definition.

Suspending Action on a Congressional Resolution

While his advisers were completing plans for a congressional res-
olution, President Johnson was trying to devise a way by which to
increase pressures on the Communists while avoiding a substantial
escalation of the war. He knew at least by June 1964 that the Re-
publican Presidential nominee would be Senator Barry Goldwater,
(R/Ariz.), who was critical of Johnson and the Democrats for their
failure to apply sufficient force in Vietnam. Johnson also ].{new
that there was considerable support in Congress and the public, as
well as from many of his military and some of his civilian adwserg,
for Goldwater’s point of view. Moreover, there was strong public
and congressional support, shared by Johnson and most of his top
advisers, for taking steps to prevent Communist domination of
Vietnam and of Southeast Asia. Personally he was—and politically
he needed to be—committed to helping the South Vietnamese.

On the other hand, Johnson was keenly aware of the opposition
in Congress and the public to U.S. military involvement in Viet-
nam, and he recognized the political advantage of portraying Gold-
water as a saber rattler. '

These factors led the President to conclude by late June 1964
that during the next six months he should demonstrate strength
and firmness of purpose, while avoiding escalating U.S. involve-
ment or substantially widening the war. He also concluded (see dis-
cussion below of June 15 memo, “Elements of a Southeast Asia
Policy that does not include a Congressional Resolution”) that,
prior to the election, and in the absence of a congressional resolu-
tion, the U.S. could defend its interest, and could shift to a hig}}er
level of military activity if the Communists escalated the conflict.

The decision to postpone major military moves and generally to
avoid any significant new actions in Vietnam, combined with the
effects of the President’s campaign activities, resulted, as Michael
Forrestal (former NSC staff member who succeeded Sullivan as
head of the Vietnam Coordinating Committee in July 1964) has de-
scribed it, in a confused situation in the government, especially
from the middle of August through October:153

The President was out of Washington a great deal. He was
difficult to see, and it was very hard to learn from him what
he wanted to do. If I had been an older and wiser person, I
would have perfectly well understood why. He didn’t want to
take a position during a campaign. But for somebody who was
working for him, having to handle the problem from day to
day, it was very frustrating. The result was that the division in
the government between those who felt you've got to stay in
and put in more, and those who were beginning to feel we
have to somehow calm this thing down, was getting very
strong, and particularly the philosophical division between
those who felt that force was the only answer and those who

183CRS Interview with Michael Forrestal, Oct. 16, 1978,
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felt that the political problem was more important than the {
military one. It got to the point where people weren’t talking }

to each other.

While work continued during the second week in June on the |
congressional resolution, Johnson received advice from others. W, §
W. Rostow recommended ‘“a more aggressive approach” and a }
speech on Vietnam by the President.!34 Johnson did not make the
suggested statement, however, and generally avoided the subject of §

Southeast Asia in public appearances during this period.

On June 9, the Board of National Estimates of the CIA submit- |
ted its conclusions, as of that time, on the question of the effect of |

a Communist takeover of Laos and South Vietnam:155

With the possible exception of Cambodia, it is likely that no |
nation in the area would quickly succumb to communism as a |
result of the fall of Laos and South Vietnam. Furthermore, a |
continuation of the spread of communism in the area would |
not be inexorable, and any spread which did occur would take |
time—time in which the total situation might change in any of |

a number of ways unfavorable to the communist cause.

The statement went on to argue that the loss of South Viet- .

nam and Laos “would be profoundly damaging to the U.S. posi-

tion in the Far East,” because of its impact on U.S. prestige )
and on the credibility of our other commitments to contain the |
spread of communism. It did not suggest that such a loss would 1
affect the wider U.S. interest in containing overt military at- |
tacks. Our island base, it argued, would probably still enable
us to employ enough military power in the area to deter Hanoi §
and Peking from this kind of aggression. It cautioned, however, |
that the leadership in Peking (as well as Hanoi) would profit
directly by being able to justify its militant policies with dem- |

onstrated success and by having raised “its prestige as a leader

of World Communism” at the expense of the more moderate |

USSR.
On June 6-7 an incident occurred that tended to highlight both

the advantages and the disadvantages of the Johnson administra- f
tion’s approach to the situation in Southeast Asia. Two U.S. recon-
naissance planes were shot down over Laos, and the U.S. an- |
nounced that future flights would be escorted by U.S. fighters. Sup-
porters of U.S. involvement applauded Johnson’s firmness. Oppo- }
nents of U.S. involvement, however, were displeased, and Mansfield |
sent a memorandum to the President warning that such flights |

were provocative and could lead to escalation.158

For Johnson, the Laos incident had an effect similar to Kenne-

dy’s experience with Laos in the spring of 1961. Faced with a situa-
tion in which some of his advisers, notably Air Force Chief of Staff

Gen. Curtis LeMay, called for strong action, Johnson’s instinct, ac- |
cording to one account of the NSC meeting on June 7, was to probe |

for a better explanation and justification: “At this meeting, the de-
cision was made to continue reconnaissance but the President
pressed for more specific recommendations and plans. ‘Where are

154 PP, Gravel ed., vol. III, p. 178.
185Symmarized in ibid. . .
186 Johnson Library, NSF Country File, Vietnam.
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we going? he asked with some vehemence.” After the meeting, the
President was reported to have said “that he was worried about
LeMay and his truculent visions. ‘I get anxious and look for the
fire exits when a general wants to get tough. LeMay scares the hell
out of me.”’187

Consideration of a congressional resolution climaxed at a meet-
ing of top NSC officials on June 15, 1964. Six papers were prepared
for this meeting: first, a memo of June 15, “Elements of a South-
east Asian Policy that does not include a Congressional Resolu-
tion,” second, a Sullivan memo on the general political situation in
Vietnam, third, William Bundy’s memo of June 12 on ‘“Probable
Developments and the Case for a Congressional Resolution,”
fourth, a draft congressional resolution, fifth, a paper by William
Bundy on “Themes in Presenting the Resolution,” and, sixth, ques-
tions and answers for an accompanying public relations cam-
paign.158

The memo on actions that could be taken in the absence of a con-
gressional resolution was prepared by the White House staff and
obviously reflected the President’s views, including his assumption
that, as the memorandum stated, ‘This outline does not preclude a
shift to a higher level of action if actions of the other side should
justify or require it. It does assume that in the absence of such
drastic action, defense of U.S. interests is possible, within these
limits, over the next six months.” The outline of possible actions
was as follows:

1. Possible military actions

a. Reconnaissance, reconnaissance-strike, and T-28 oper-
ations in all parts of Laos.

b. Small-scale reconnaissance strike operations, after ap-
propriate provocation, in North Vietnam (initially
VNAF?).

¢. VNAF strike operations in Laotian corridors.

d. Limited air and sea deployments toward Southeast
Asia, and still more limited ground troop movements.
(Major ground force deployments seem more questionable,
without a decision “to go north” in some form.)

2. Political actions

a. Internationally—a continued and increased effort to
maximize support for our diplomatic track in Laos and our
political effort in South Vietnam. Higher authority par-
ticularly desires a maximum effort with our allies to in-
crease their real and visible presence in support of Saigon.

b. Laos—an intensive effort to sustain Souvanna and to
restrain the right wing from any rash act against the
French. Possible increase of direct support and assistance
to Kong Le in appropriate ways.

\

:"Valenti, A Very Human President, p. 188.
. '**The Sullivan memorandum remains classified, but the others are in the Johnson Library
In NSC History File, Gulf of Tonkin Attacks, except for the June 15 memorandum on “Ele-
Ments . . .” which is in NSF Country File Vietnam.

The Bundy draft of “Basic Themes in i’resentmg the Resolution,” was similar to his earlier
Paper on June 10 cited above. The files do not contain the draft of a congreasional resolution
Prepared and submitted for the June 15 meeting.
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¢. South Vietnam—rapid development of the critical
province program and the information program, strength-
ening of country team, and shift of U.S. role from advice
toward direction; emphatic and continued discouragement
of all coup plots; energetic public support for Khanh Gov-
ernment.

d. In the U.S.—continued reaffirmation and expanded
explanation of the above lines of action, with opposition to
both aggressive adventure and withdrawal, and a clear
open door to selected action of the sort included in para- |
graph 1. ‘

Although the White House memo was the central point of discus-

sion at the June 15 meeting, the Pentagon Papers says that the Sul-

livan memo “warrants special attention” because of its significance
This memo described |

in relation to the policymaking process. 59
the stalemate in South Vietnam, and the feeling of Lodge and |

Westmoreland that a way had to be found to cause the South Viet-
namese to become committed to the war. This, the memo stated, ]
« could come from the external actions of the U.S. internal |
leadership in Vietnam, or from an act of the [sic] irreversible com-
mitment by the United States.” Such a commitment by the US,,
the memo said, could also lead to “executive involvement into the
Vietnamese structure,” i.e., the encadrement of U.S. personnel that
the Vietnam Coordinating Committee, as well as Lansdale, had
been recommending.

At its June 15 meeting, the NSC officials agreed with the posi-
tion taken in the White House memo that a resolution was not nec- |
essary at that time, and that there were steps that could and |
should be taken in the absence of such action. !

This is William Bundy’s comment:?8° .
"in the end the case against the resolution seemed over-

whelming . . . the general consensus was that in the absence }
of a considered decision for a sustained course of action, the ]
need for a resolution was impossible to explain adequately to
the Congress and the public. It was also argued that the exist-
ence of a resolution would tend to determine the decision in
the direction of military force. j
Although the President suspended actions on a congressional res-}
olution, he permitted the launching of the public information cam-
paign that had been agreed upon in Honolulu, and was reaffirm
by ExCom agreement on the June 15 memo. (See “Political Ac-}
tions—d.” in the outline reproduced above.) This decision was pro-
mulgated by NSAM 308, June 22, 1964.
The President also sought to clarify his own authority to use the;
armed forces, and on June 22 he asked the State Department for
advice on that subject. The reply on June 29 from the Legal Advis-
er at State (Leonard C. Meeker), cleared by William Bundy and by
the Justice Department, was that Johnson did not need action by
Congress in order to deploy troops in Southeast Asia or anywheré

189 PP, Gravel ed., vol. 111, p. 78.
180Bundy MS., ch. 13, p. 22.

275
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view seemed to have the support of the committee, except for
Morse, who again urged a negotiated settlement.

Several days after the meeting with Rusk, Church, who was
chairman of the U.N. Subcommittee of the Foreign Relations Com-
mittee, made a major Senate speech on June 26 on the accomplish-
ments and changing role of the United Nations, in which he sug-
gested that the U.N. might help to bring peace to Indochina:185

If experience proves anything at all it is that upheaval
among the black, brown, and fyellow peoples, now emerging in
their own right throughout Africa and Asia, is not likely to be
assuaged for long through the unilateral intervention of any
white nation. The empires which Western power could not
hold, that power cannot now pacify. But because -the United
Nations has proved itself to be theirs, as well as ours, it can
often play the role of “honest broker,” and even that of the
welcome policeman on the beat, when violence breaks out
within, or between, the newly independent countries which
were s0 recently the restive possessions of the Western World.

For this reason, it seems to me that we would be well ad-
vised to probe all the possibilities for using the peacekeeping
machinery of the United Nations, not only in the matter of the
smoldering border dispute between Cambodia and South Viet-
nam, but also in the broader effort to end the fighting in Laos
and South Vietnam itself, under some form of negotiated set-
tlement. Administered by the U.N. such an accord might suc-
ceed in preserving the independence of these countries, guar-
anteeing their neutrality, and permitting them to peaceably
proceed to fashion their own destinies through self-determina-
tion.

Fulbright welcomed Church’s suggestion, but said he doubted
whether the U.N. could play such a role until there was greater
stability in South Vietnam. “. . . under the circumstances that
now exist,” he said, “if it became current, if the people, particular-
ly the people of South Vietnam, thought we were about to with-

raw and turn the matter over to the U.N,, it could well cause a
crisis in the affairs of the Government of South Vietnam. In other
words, I think our determined support at this time is indispensable
to the survival of that regime. . . . If we could establish a firm po-
gition in which things were going better for the South Vietnamese
and they had greater confidence in their capacity to survive, a con-
sideration of some substitute, by way of the U.N., not only would
be tenable, but I would be favorable toward it.”” Church agreed that

dent’s prominent advisers had volunteered to take the assignment, including Rusk, McNamara,
Taylor, McGeorge Bundy, and Attorney General Robert Kennedy, who sent Johnson this hand-
written note on June 11, (from Schlesinger, Robert Kennedy and His Times, p. 728):

“Dear Mr. President:

“I just wanted to make sure you understood that if you wished me to qo to Viet Nam in any
capacity I would be glad to go. It is obviously the most important problem facing the United
States and if you felt I could help I am at your service. . i

“I have tal{ed to both Bob and Mac about this and I believe they know my feelings. I realize
some of the other complications but I am sure that if you reached the conclusion that this was
the right thing to do then between us both or us all we could work it out satisfactorily.

“In any case I wished you to know my feeling on this matter.”

Johnson declined Kennedy's offer: “I feared, as did Secretaries Rusk and McNamara, that the
potential danger to the late President’s brother was too great.” The Vantage Point, p. 99. See
also Jack Valenti, A Very Human President, pp. 188-148.

165CR, vol. 110, pp. 14790-14796.
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the U.S. had to continue its efforts in South Vietn
‘a‘i:g:gsrned lest we eliminate other alternatives to ammi’lig:yh:c:iv::
Now it is said that perhaps we must go further
the war to .Nor'th Vietnam, Laos, or nortghward. Wh?art)dtr?;;tglr:si
me is that if this war—which is essentially a political war, that
can be won only by the people of South Vietnam—is being
waged on terms so advantageous, with the enemy restricted to
?..5,000 hard core Vlgtcong, how on earth will the situation be
Improved by extending the war to the north? Will it help to
take on the army of North Vietnam? Do we think that the
bombing of Nort}} Vietnam will break the spirit of the Govern-
ment, and cause it to discontinue to aid and abet the insurrec-
tion in the south? Why should we? The bombing of North
Korea never broke the spirit there. And we bombed every
}l:j(;:ze,dl?rldgt% and rqad until there was nothing left but rubble
ndin e war is no i i i :
) tap furthir he t getting out, Mr. President. It is get-
“If we become involved in that region,” Church added, “ w
. J . . ’ " v e
fggg% :v::lt(e e(;)zur troops endlessly in the interminable jungle.” What
Do we think it will be a war in which world opini i
on our side? Do we think that the history of tthl:slg %Ow ;'l;abrg
means that a white nation is going to be upheld in fashioning
the destiny of Asia? Do we think that if we occupy this region
w1t}; our nakegl power, we would then have solved the prob-
}‘em. Do we think that the Asians concerned would then say
We are saved. We are liberated by the Western power the
Umt.gd States,. and her occupation will be our shield”’? \’JVhy
the tides of history will wash over us in time. For Asia does
T}::;;lox(l:g to thetsAsmns n%w, and will forevermore.
€ comments were indicative of a position which
been develop}ng for several months, andpaccording to Br(}:'}cl(la1 Il.slglgz)t:ld
who was assisting him, Church’s speech was an important one:166
In my mmgl, 1t was one of the first forceful expressions of
Some senatorial discontent on Vietnam. During this period
Mor:se and G;uempg had been the most outspoken senators
against Amerlc_:an involvement in Vietnam. And I think that
one of the feelm_gs of the younger and more cautious senators
was that they did not want to identify too much with opposi-
tion to involvement in Vietnam because they thought that the
%C;llg;ng&tsng{ gveopgetgllg: lI\/Iorsed:amd Gruening were so strident.
an um i i i
HGbI;ISn%_IIIg, athleast it ped in with people like Morse and
u umphrey, who was about to be ch i
é%hnsor’l as his Vice Presidential running mate a(i:gncot;rym}:l:ts;gegg
N .grch 8 speech. He agreed that the U.N. could play a role, and he
nal l}ge was oppoqed to escalating the war. “What is needed’in Viet-
t.am, he added, is a cause fog‘ which to fight, some sort of inspira-
lon for the people of South Vietnam to live for and die for.” P

\
'°%CRS Interview with Bryce Nelson, Dec. 12, 1978,
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Humphrey obviously was being very cautious. The President had |
asked him for his views on Vietnam, and Humphrey had been ad-
vised by John Rielly, his foreign policy assistant, to avoid discuss- }
ing Vietnam with the President or becoming one of the his spokes-
men on Vietnam. Rielly told Humphrey: “/(1) Do not make any !
speech on the subject of Vietnam. (2) Do not present to the Presi-
dent any memoranda on Vietnam. (3) Do not permit yourself, if at 1
all possible, to be maneuvered into the position by the President |
where you become the principal defender of the Administration’s §
policy in the Senate against critics like Mansfield, Church, Morse, 1

Gruening and others.””’187

Humphrey replied to Johnson’s request in a memorandum pre- |
pared by General Lansdale and Rufus Phillips, in which he argued |

for US. restraint. “The Vietnamese,” he said, must be skillfully

and firmly guided, but it is they (not we) who must win their ,‘

war. . . . A political base is needed to support all other ac-
tions. . . . No amount of additional military involvement can be

successful without accomplishing this task. . . . Direct U.S. mili- |
tary action against North Vietnam, U.S. assumption of command ]

roles, or the participation in combat of U.S. troop units is unneces-
sary and undesirable.”’168

The memorandum also criticized the over-reliance on a conven- |

tional military response, and the excessive use of heavy artillery,
napalm, and airstrikes. The war was primarily a guerrilla war, it
said, and should be fought as such.

In conclusion, Humphrey suggested to the President that a new
team of U.S. experts, headyed or selected by Lansdale and Phillips,
should be sent to Vietnam to take charge of implementing the
counterinsurgency program. Maj. Gen. Chester V. Clifton, Jr.,
President Johnson’s military aide, in a memorandum to the Presi-
dent on June 25, 1964 commenting on Humphrey’s memorandum,
said, “. . . fine as these men are, they have a reputation for using
the ‘lone wolf approach rather than being men who can partici-
pate as part of a team effort.” “I do not recommend that you inject
Lansdale-Phillips into the action at this time.”’ 189

Toward the end of June 1964, while the administration’s public
information campaign was getting underway, congressional Repub-
licans continued pressing Johnson and the Democrats to take a
stronger stand on Vietnam. In a public hearing of the Foreign Re-
lations Committee on June 23, on the 1964 foreign aid authoriza-
tion bill, Senator Hickenlooper, the ranking Republican on the
committee, told McNamara, the witness at that point, that he was
concerned about what U.S. objectives were in Vietnam, and about
how serious the situation was and how committed the United
States was in its policies and programs. He thought the time had
come for a congressional resolution: “We have had lots of speeches
on the vital necessity of some of these things. But in the past we
have had resolutions concurred in by Congress establishing policy.
It seems to me the time had come when we had better have the

187CRS Interview with John Rielly, Mar. 29, 1979.

'*¢Hubert H. Humphrey, Norman Sherman (ed.) The Education of a Public Man, My Life and
Politics (New York: Doubleday, 1976) lgﬁ 482-488.

1%%Johnson Library, NSF Country File, Vietnam.
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administration and the Congress get together on some understood
olicy and some definite directional trends here so that we know
what potentials we may have to face.” ]

Hickenlooper added that, in the absence of such a consensus, it
was becoming more difficult to explain U.S. policy on Vietnam to
the public, as well as more difficult for Congress to approve funds.
“I can vote lots of money when I think I understand the objectives
and I am willing to support the objectives when they are reliable.
But to vote money on a rather indefinite and still undefined pur-
pose is a rather difficult thing.” McNamara replied that the Presi-
dent and his advisers had defined U.S. objectives. chkenloqper
gaid that he still did not know whether it was U.S. policy “tg win.”
“Is victory in South Vietnam the essential objective? I think we
had better get down to the point where we determine whether we
do that. Then if the American people or the Congress want to say,
‘All right, we will accept the thesis and the objective that victory
in South Vietnam is absolutely essential to the well-being of the
country and to the free world; therefore, if it is, we will support all
necessary action from here on out to guarantee that victory.””’17°

A few days later (June 29), the House Republican Conference
issued a statement generally criticizing Johnson and the Democrats
for “letting down our guard” against the Communists, and specifi-
cally criticized the administration for not taking steps to win the
war in Vietnam. It said the administration was following a “why
win?” policy in Vietnam, and that “A victory in South Vietnam
over the military and subversive threats of communism is urgently
required. We must repeal today’s complacent commitment to pre-
vent a Communist victory and substitute a commitment to insure a
victory for freedom.” In making public the report of the group,
Representative Gerald Ford said that the U.S. should immediately
“. .. take command of the forces in Vietnam and not simply
remain advisers,” and that more U.S. Special Forces should be sent
to Vietnam in order to seal the borders against infiltration from
the north.171 _

Senator Mansfield was very critical of the statement, calling it a
“tirade.” “I am not surprised that the partisan political knives
should be drawn on this issue,” he said. “What amazes me is that
they have come out of the sheaths so early. I can only conclude
that they are intended to be used in a preliminary rumble in San
Francisco [site of the July 1964 Republican National Convention] as
a warmup for the political war later on.”!72 Senator John Sher-
man Cooper (R/Ky.) however, defended the action of the House Re-
Publicans, as did Senator Javits, who said he believed “regardless of
party, that we must stick it out in Vietnam. I do not believe that
we ought to pull out. I believe there is too much at stake for us to
pull out. Also, I do not believe we should overtly extend the war to
North Vietnam which has been recommended by some.” 173

170U.8. Congress, Senate, Committee on Foreign Relations, Foreign Assistance 1964, Hearings,
88th Cong., 2d sess. (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Govt. Print. Off.,, 1964), pp. 542-552.

171 New York Times, June 30, 1964.

172CR, vol. 110, p. 15666.

1731bid., pp. 15672-15673.




CHAPTER 5
STRIKING BACK: THE GULF OF TONKIN INCIDENTS

During the latter part of June and continuing through July 1964,
the U.S. proceeded to carry out various of the military measures |
outlined in the June 15 White House memo which had been ap- |
proved by the top members of the NSC and by the President. The ;

Pentagon Papers provides a good summary of these actions:?

Among the more important military-political actions, carried |
out with considerable publicity, were the accelerated military |

construction effort in Thailand and South Vietnam, the prepo-

sitioning of contingency stockpiles in Thailand and the Philip- |
pines, the forward deployment of a carrier task force and land- 3
based tactical aircraft within close striking distance of relevant 3
enemy targets, and the assignment of an unprecedentedly |

high-level “first team” to man the U.S. Diplomatic Mission in

Saigon. These measures were intended both to convince Hanoi
and to reassure the GVN of the seriousness and durability of ]

the U.S. commitment.

In addition, the U.S. undertook a number of unpublicized °
and more provocative actions, primarily as low-key indications }
to the enemy of the U.S. willingness and capability to employ |

increased force if necessag. Chief among these were the occa-
sional DE SOTO Patrols (U.S. destroyer patrols conducted dee

into the Gulf of Tonkin along the cost [sic] of North Vietnami ]
both as a “show of strength” and as an intelligence gathering
device; Laotian air strikes and limited GVN cross-border oper- !

ations against VC infiltration routes in Laos; GVN maritime

raids and other harassing actions against North Vietnam; |

YANKEE TEAM, low-level photo reconnaissance missions over
Laos, conducted by U.S. jet aircraft with fighter escorts for
?_uppressive or retaliatory action against enemy ground
ire. . . .

Many USS. officials, however, continued to feel that a stronger,
more dramatic commitment by the United States was required in
order to rally the South Vietnamese. On July 13, Williame%ullivan,
head of the Vietnam Coordinating Committee, who was about to
leave for Vietnam as Taylor’s deputy, drafted a memorandum on
the situation in Vietnam again calling for such a commitment.?
Sullivan referred to the “great doubt and confusion in Vietnam
about U.S. determination.” He added, “The daily speeches of Sena-
tor Morse, the columns of Walter Lippmann, the New York Times

! PP, Gravel ed., vol. III, p. 291.

*Sullivan’s July 13 memorandum, Johnson Librnr{, NSF Country File, Vietnam, would
af:pear to be quite similar to his memo of about June 18, cited above, which is apparently still
classified. Either he used much of the same material, or the July 18 memorandum is misdated,
or the Pentagon Papers incorrectly attributed it to a date in June.
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editorials, AFP [American and foreign press?] distortions (_)f George
Ball’s meeting with General de Gaulle [early June], the diplomatic
negotiations with respect to Laoq, and the absenpe of any clgar
signal concerning US intentions in Southeast Asia have worried
the Vietnamese.” \ ) o

Given this sort of atmosphere in South Viet Nam, it is very
difficult to persuade the Vietnamese to commit thgmselves to
sharp military confrontations with the communists if they sus-
pect that something in the way of a negotiated deal is being
concocted behind their backs.

Both Ambassador Lodge and General Westmoreland, at the
Honolulu Conference, expressed the opinion that the situation
in South Viet Nam would “jog along” at the current stalemat-
ed pace unless some dramatic “victory” could be introduced to
put new steel and confidence into Vietnamese leadership. Gen-
eral Westmoreland defined “victory” as a determination to
take some new vigorous military commitment, such as air
strikes against Viet Cong installations in thg Laos corridor.
Ambassador Lodge defined “victory” as a willingness to make
punitive air strikes against North Viet Nam. The significant
fact about both the Ambassador’s and the General’s sugges-
tions was that they looked toward some American decision to
undertake a commitment which the Vietnamese would inter-
pret as a willingness to raise the military ante and eschew ne-
gotiations begun from a position of weakness. . . .

The general conclusion from this analysis is tha_t we can an-
ticipate no sharp upturns in the Vietnamese willingness or
ability to press for the extermination of the insurgency if the
current situation continues. Indeed, if they continue to worry
about American will and determination, we could expect fur-
ther political fragmentation and increasing disabilitle_s. On’ ,the
other hand, we cannot guarantee that a dramatic “v1ctor){ or
active commitment by the U.S. would produce the sharp infu-
sion of spirit which both the Ambassador and General West-
moreland predict. _ ) .

It is clear, however, that unless some improvement in spirit
and leadership can be introduced, we will have great difficulty
in introducing more effective American assistance or in obtain-
ing more effective Vietnamese utilization of that assist-
ance. . . .

During July 19-23, there was new agitation by South Vietnamese
leaders for ‘“marching North,” and Ambassador Taylor, fearing
that Khanh might resign, and that the Vietnamese might even
move toward negotiating with the Communists if they were unable
to get more action out of the U.S., recommended to Washington on
July 25 that the U.S. propose joint contingency planning for bomb-
ing North Vietnam.® Such planning, he said, would have several
advantages, including forcing the Vietnamese “to look at the hard
facts of life which lie behind the neon lights of the ‘March North’
slogans.”

3Johnson Library, NSF NSC History File, Saigon to Washington 214, July 25, 1964.






