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A CIA cable on July 22 reported that Khanh told one of his 
ciates, "my plan now is to get the Americans involved in North 
Vietnam." In a discussion with Taylor and U. Alexis Johnson on. 
July 27, however, Khanh, according to Taylor's cable to Washing.;. 
ton, "again spoke strongly about a natural war-weariness and the 
need to bring hostilities to a prompt end. Once more it came out 
clearly that he is thinking about reprisal tit-for-tat bombing rather 
than a movement north withdrawal forces or massive bomb­
ing. . . . He wants to do this reprisal bombing to encourage his 
people and to hasten Ho Chi Minh to conclude that the support of 
the VC should end."4 

A meeting of the NSC was held on July 25, presumably to dis­
cuss the situation in Vietnam, and it would appear that several 
proposals for further military actions were considered during and 
immediately after the meeting. The New York Times, citing a sum­
mary of a Department of Defense command and control study of 
Tonkin Gulf decisionmaking prepared by the Institute for Defense 
Analyses for the Defense Department, which it said it obtained at 
the same time it obtained the Pentagon Papers, reported that after 
the meeting the JCS proposed "air strikes by unmarked planes 
flown by non-American crews against several targets in North 
Vietnam, including the coastal bases for Hanoi's flotilla of torpedo 
boats." McNaughton reportedly sent the plan to Rusk on July 30.1 . 

On July 27, it was decided that 5,000 more U.S. military advisers 
would be sent to Vietnam in response to Westmoreland's June 25 
request for 4,200 additional men, and the Vietnamese were so in­
formed. This, too, may have been timed to placate Khanh, and as a 
further demonstration of the commitment of the United States to 
the defense of South Vietnam. 

Provocation: 34-A Raids and DE SOTO Patrols 
Of the various actions being undertaken to bring greater pres­

sure on the North, the most provocative were the 34-A raids and , 
the DE SOTO patrols. The 34-A raids on coastal areas of North 
Vietnam were being carried out by high-speed boats manned by 
commandos from South Vietnam and other countries who had been · 
recruited and were supported and led by the CIA. DE SOTO pa­
trols, which had been approved by President Kennedy in 1962, 
were highly-classified missions off the coast of North Vietnam by 
destroyers of the U.S. Navy equipped with specialized electronic 
gear which was manned by personnel from the National Security 
Agency (NSA, the U.S. Government's communications intelligence 
agency). The purpose of the patrols was to gather information on · 
North Vietnam's radar systems, as well as various other kinds of 
military intelligence, and to conduct a "show of force." They had 
been conducted intermittently, and reportedly without incident. 
None of them, however, had been conducted concurrently with 34-
A raids against the North Vietnamese coast. 

•Johnson Library, NSF Country File, Vietnam. 
•The Pentagon Papers as published by the New York Times (New York: Bantam Books, 1971), 

p. 258. The command and control study, which was subsequently denied to the Foreign Relationa 
Committee, remains classified. 
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According to studies of the period, the most recent DE SOTO 
patrol of North Vietnam prior to the patrol conducted on July 31, 
1964 occurred on March 10, 1964. This is not correct. There was an­
other patrol in July 1964 immediately preceding the July 31 mis­
sion, and along almost the same course. In fact, the destroyer 
which made the July 31 patrol picked up the "black box" contain­
ing NSA's electronic gear from the destroyer which had just re­
turned from patrol. 6 There had been no incidents during the patrol 
which had just ended, but neither had there been any 34-A oper­
ations against the North Vietnamese coast in the vicinity of the 
patrol. 

In addition to the 34-A operations and the DE SOTO patrols, 
other military activities were being directed at North Vietnam 
during the summer of 1964, and may have contributed to a percep­
tion of threat by the north. In addition to those noted above, U-2 
aircraft were making high-altitude reconnaissance flights over 
North Vietnam, and on July 25, U.S. reconnaissance planes based 
in Thailand also began flying communications intercept missions 
off the North Vietnamese coast. 7 

On July 15, 1964, the decision was made to send another DE 
SOTO patrol into the Gulf of Tonkin on July 31, using the destroy­
er U.S.S. Maddox. It is not entirely clear how the decision to un­
dertake the patrol was made, who was involved in making it, or 
what debate there was, if any. Responsibility for all major U.S. 
covert operations worldwide, including both DE SOTO patrols and 
34-A operations, had been vested in the so- called "303 Committee" 
of the NSC (this name was bestowed by NSAM 303 of June 2, 1964, 
the sole purpose of which was to change the name of the group 
after public disclosure of the term "special group") the successor to 
the NSC's Special Group under President Kennedy, composed of 
the Deputy Secretary of Defense, the Deputy Under Secretary of 
State for Political Affairs, the Deputy Director (Plans) of the CIA, 
and the Special Assistant to the President for National Security 
Affairs. As of July 1964 these were: Cyrus Vance (DOD), U. Alexis 
Johnson (State), Richard Helms (CIA), and McGeorge Bundy (White 
House). Bundy was Chairman of the group. 8 

The 303 Committee had delegated operational responsibility for 
both the DE SOTO patrols and 34-A operations to the JCS. The 
JCS assigned responsibility for the DE SOTO patrols to the Joint 
Reconnaisance Center, Operations Directorate (Ops Center), in the 
Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA), which drew up tentative sched­
ules for patrols, based in part on intelligence requests from the CIA 
~nd NSA and sent them to CINCPAC (Commander in Chief, Pacif­
IC, then Adm. Ulysses S. Grant Sharp, Jr.), presumably after ap­
proval by the 303 Committee. CINCPAC selected the dates for pa-

"9RS Interview with Comdr. John J. Herrick (USN, Ret.), Nov. 'l:T, 1984. See also McNamara's 
testimony in U.S. Congress, Senate, Committee on Foreign Relations The Gulf of Tonkin The 
~4 Incidents, Hearing on February 20, 1968, 90th Cong., 2d seas. (W~hington, D.C.: U.S. Govt. 

nt Off., 1968), p. 'l:T. 
7Futrell, The Ad11isory Years to 1965, p. 228. 
~\Yithin State, responsibility, at least for 3~A operations, ap_parently had been delegated to 

~Illl&m Bundy •. L!ewl!llyn :rtiompson, an~ Michael Forrestal. William C. Trueheart, formerly 
With the U.S. mlBBIOn m Sailron1 ~as also mvolved. In Defense, responsibility for 34-A apparent­k. had been delegated to Jo6n MCNaughton, Assistant Secretary for International Security Af­
lllr&. 
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trols and issued orders to the Commander, Seventh Fleet, and gave 
copies of the orders to MACV in Saigon. 9 

The 34-A operations were planned initially by MACV in Saigon, 
and were sent through CINCPAC to Washington for appr~val by 
the JCS Special Assistant for Counterinsurgency and Special Ac­
tivities (then Maj. Gen. Rollen Anthis), who sent a copy of the pro­
posed schedule for the next month to the 303 Committee for its ap­
proval. 

Thus, there were four points in the decisionmaking system where 
information about both the proposed DE SOTO patrols and the pro­
posed 34-A operations was available: MACV (Westmoreland's head­
quarter in Saigon), CINCP AC, the JCS, and the 303 Committee. 
The division of responsibility for the two programs could have re­
sulted, however, in a compartmentalization of knowledge that may 
have contributed to one hand not being fully informed as to what 
the other was doing. MACV was responsible for operating the 34-A 
program, but it was not in charge of the DE SOTO patrols even 
though it was informed about the schedule for those patrols. CINC 
PAC, which was responsible for the DE SOTO patrols, was in­
formed about the 34-A operations, but was not directly involved in 
their conduct. The JCS was involved in scheduling both 34-A oper­
ations and DE SOTO patrols, but the two programs were handled 
by separate entities within the JCS staff system. The 303 Commit­
tee had responsibility for approving and overseeing both 34-A oper­
ations and DE SOTO patrols, but apparently left many of the de­
tails to the JCS, CINCPAC and MACV. In a real sense, therefore, 
coordination between the two programs may have occurred primar­
ily at the operational level in CINCPAC and MACV, where the 
functional relationships between the two programs could be expect- ' 
ed to come into sharpest focus. 

According to a document prepared at the time; the July 15 deci­
sion to send the Maddox on a patrol on July 31 was made by the 
303 Committee, as requested by CINCPAC. 10 Evidence is not avail­
able, however, as to whether at this or any of the other three 
points in the system there was any consideration of the fact that a 
34-A raid on the coast of North Vietnam near the route to be taken 
by the Maddox had already been ordered for the night of July 30. 
Nor is there any evidence that at one or more of these points any 
consideration was given as to whether the North Vietnamese 
might assume that there was a connection between the July 30 34-
A raid and the July 31 DESOTO patrol. 

On the night of July 30, 1964, 34-A South Vietnamese and other 
commandos, led by American advisers, raided the North Vietnam­
ese islands of Hon Me and Hon Niem in the Gulf of Tonkin, while 

•According to Joseph C. Goulden, Truth is the First Casualty (Chicago: Rand McNally, ~969)1 
p. 123, the intelligence gathering part of the plan for the July 31 DE SOTO patrol was revtewea 
and approved by McCone for the ClA, by the Deputy Director of Defense Research and Enlf!· 
neering for the DIA, b}' Eugene G. Fubini for NSA, and "routinely" by the Bureau of Intelli· 
gence and Research (INR) of the State Department and the NBC. 

••Johnson Library, NBC History File, Gulf of T<?nkin Attacks, "Chronology ,?f Events .Relating 
to DESOTO Patrol Incidents in the Gulf of Tonkin on 2 and 4 August 1964, p. 1. ThiS 3-page 
summary; and an attached 11-page .chron<?logy, were prepared by the ~partment of Defense, 
Joint Reconnaisance Center, Operations Directorate, and sent to the ~1te House o.n Aug. ~0, 
1964, b Col. Ralph Ste~ Chief. The 11-page chronology. cons~ts mamly of techmcal details 
on the location of the M. , and brief reports from the ship dunng the Aug. 2 attack. 
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about 120 miles away the U.S.S. Maddox was headed toward the 
same area to conduct its DE SOTO patrol the followin~ day. It is 
not known whether either group was aware of the other s existence 
and mission. How much more awareness there may have been in 
Saigon, Honolulu, and Washington is also unknown, and may even 
be unknowable. What is clear is that the U.S. and South Vietnam 
were provoking North Vietnam, and it may be reasonable to 
assume that at some point in the decisionmaking system these var­
ious operations were being orchestrated toward that end. George 
Ball said as much in discussing the Tonkin Gulf incidents of 
August 2 and 4, 1964, in an interview with Michael Charlton of the 
British Broadcasting Company: 11 

Ball. At that time there's no question that many of the 
people who were associated with the war saw the necessity of 
bombing as the on!:y instrument that might really be persua­
sive on the North Vietnamese, and therefore were looking for 
any excuse to initiate bombing. 

Charlton. And this may have been the incident that those 
people were waiting for. 

Ball. That's right. Well, it was: the "de Soto" patrols, the 
sending of a destroyer up the Tonkin Gulf was primarily for 
provocation. 

Charlton. To provoke such a response in order to pave the 
way for a bombing campaign? 

Ball. I think so. I mean it had an intelligence objective. But 
let me say, I don't want to overstate this, the reason the de­
stroyer was sent up was to show the flag, to indicate that we 
didn't recognize any other force in the Gulf; and there was 
some intelligence objective. But on the other hand I think 
there was a feeling that if the destroyer got into some trouble, 
that would provide the provocation we needed. 

Early on the morning of Sunday, August 2, 1964, the Maddox 
was attacked in the Gulf of Tonkin by three North Vietnamese tor­
pedo boats, and the Maddox, as well as planes from the carrier 
U.S.S. Ticonderoga, returned their fire, reportedly sinking one and 
damaging if not sinking the other two. 12 

''Charlton and Moncrieff, Many Reaso1UI Wh.)l. p. 108. 

W
,.See the excellent article in U.S. News and World Report, "The 'Phantom Battle' That Led to 
ar," July 23, 1984. 
For primary materials on the Gulf of Tonkin incidents, two files in the Johnson Library are 

l!i<,J&t useful: the "Gulf of Tonkin Attacks" in the NSF NBC History File, and "Gulf of Tonkin 
.IBcellaneous," as well as the chronological material for Aug. 1964 in the NSF Country File, 

V1etna.m. For .original confessional materials, see especially the printed hearings of the joint 
=utlve !le&BIOn on Aug. , 1964, of the Senate Foreign Relations and Armed Services Commit-

' pu~liBhed in sanitized forll) in 1966: Southeast Asia Resolutian (Washington, D.C.: U.S. 
qovt. Prmt. Off., 1966), and the subsequent hearings in Feb. 1968, in which the Foreign Rela­
t~s Committee reexamined the 1964 incidents: The Gulf of Tonkin: The 1964 Incidents cited 
a ve. Another important source is the series of three Senate speeches by Senator Mo~ on 
fh'b. 21, 28, and 29, 1968, which consisted primarily of the draft report prepared by the staff of 
G e Foreign Relations Committee. ,CR. vol. ~14, pp. 3813-3817, 4578-4581, 4691-4697. See also PP, 

rayel ed., vol. V., pp. 320 IT, wh1ch contains a complete text of this part of the report some 
sectu~ns of whic~ were missing. from V:ol. III; Goulden, Truth is the First Casualty; A~thony 
~tm, The Pres,dent's War (P~uladelph.1a: J. B. LiJ?pincott, 1971), in the writing of which Austin 

access to files of the Foreign Relatu:~ns Co~m•ttee; Eugene C. Windchy, Tonkin Gulf (New 
:Vor~: Doubleday, 1971). John Gallow!ly did a bnef study of the passage (and subsequent reexam­
jn!ltlon ~y .the Sena?'l o~ the resolution, The ,Gulf of Tonkin Resolution (Rutherford, N.J.: Fair­
high DICkinson Umvers1ty Preas, 1970), wh1ch also contains all of the pertinent documents 

earings, and debates on the resolution, 88 well 88 the key statements from the North Vietnam: 
eae. on the Gulf of Tonkin incidents. Al8o useful is David Wise, "Remember the Maddox!" Es­
quu"e, (April 1968). 
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Several hours earlier, Comdr. John J. Herrick, the commander of 
Destroyer Division 192, who was then on the Maddox as command­
er of Task Group 72.1, had become concerned about the possibility 
of an attack and had ordered the captain of the Maddox, Comdr. 
Herbert L. Ogier, to change course, while sending a message to 
their superior that "continuance of patrol presents an unacceptable 
risk .... " 1 3 Herrick was told that the Maddox should return to 
the assigned course when it was prudent to do so, but that it could 
change course again if need be. (The Maddox resumed course soon 
thereafter, but shortly before the attack began Herrick received in­
formation from electronic monitors aboard the Maddox that the 
torpedo boats were being ordered to attack, and he again ordered 
the ship toward the open sea.) . 

After receiving word of the attack on the mormng of Augus~ 2, 
President Johnson met with Rusk, Ball, Vance, Wheeler for a bnef­
ing on the situation. According. to one account, "He did not seem 
overly upset. He was more interested in the postal bill and, for 
more than an hour, treated his advisers to a lecture on the prob­
lems of moving such a bill through Congress." 14 

On August 2, the President ordered an augm~~ted patrol to con­
tinue, and on August 3 the U.S.S. Turner Joy J?med the Maddox. 
Johnson said in his memoirs: "We were determmed not to be pro­
vocative, nor were we going to run away. We would give Hanoi the 
benefit of the doubt-this time-and assume the unprovoked 
attack had been a mistake." 16 

According to George Ball, 16 

Though some of the President's advisers urged an immediate 
retaliatory move, the President wished for an even stronger 
record. So, rather than keeping our ships out of this now estab­
lished danger zone, the President approved sending both the 
Maddox and the destroyer C. Turner Joy back into the Gulf. I 
was upset by this decision; the argument that we had to "show 
the flag" and demonstrate that we did not "intend to back 
down" seemed to me a hollow bravado. 

Later that day, several congressional leaders were briefed on the 
attack (including Minority Leader Dirksen, Russell, Humphrey), 
and they were said to have voiced strong support for the Presi­
dent's actions. 17 

On the afternoon of August 3, the President met with Rusk, 
McNamara and Wheeler, and it was agreed that, for the moment, 
no additional action was required. 18 There are as yet no available 
notes of that meeting, but apparently one of the subjects discussed 
was the 34-A operations scheduled for the night of August 3, ~nd 
the addition of more targets for those raids. After the meetmg, 
Rusk sent Taylor a cable informing him that more targets were 

ucR, vol. 114, p. 4693. This and several other important messages could n?t be found. in t~?-e 
files of the Johnson Library. They were obtained br the Senate Foreign Relatlo!l" .Co!Dm1ttee m 
1967-68 in conjunction wi~h the com~ittee's reconstd~rat!on of the Gulf of Tonkm mctdents, and 
were quoted in the committee's heanng or by Morae m hiS three speeches. 

14Kalb and Abel, Roots of Involvement, p. 171. 
'"The Vantage Point, p. 113. 
10The Past Has Another Pottern, p. 879. 
tT Austin The President \r War, p. 25, and Goulden, pp. 24-26. 
'"Johnso'n Library, NSC History File, Gulf of Tonkin Attacks, McGeorge Bundy Chronology of 

Events August 3-7, a memorandum to George Reedy dated Aug. 7, 1964. 
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going to be added. He also told Taylor, contrary to the denials of 
the executive branch is its discussions with Congress and in its 
public statements, that there was, indeed, a direct connection be­
tween the 34-A operations and the North Vietnamese attack on the 
Maddox, and that the attack on the Maddox, rather than being un­
provoked, was directly related to the 34-A raids. This is what 
Rusk's cable said: "We believe that present OPLAN 34A activities 
are beginning to rattle Hanoi, and MADDOX incident is directly 
related to their efforts to resist these activities .... We have no 
intention yielding to pressure." 19 In a meeting of the NSC on 
August 4, after a second attack on the Maddox was thought to 
have occurred, CIA Director McCone took the same position, as will 
be seen, arguing that in attacking U.S. ships the North Vietnamese 
were reacting defensively to 34-A raids, and were not trying to pro­
voke the United States. 

A secret meeting was then held later on the afternoon of August 
3 at the Capitol, attended by members of the Senate Foreign Rela­
tions and Armed Services Committees, and the majority and minor­
ity leaders, at which 25 Senators, including Fulbright, Mansfield 
and Morse, were briefed on the situation by Rusk, McNamara, and 
General Wheeler. According to one account, it was revealed at the 
meeting that the Maddox had deliberately gone inside the 12-mile 
coastal limit claimed by North Vietnam (the U.S. recognized only a 
three-mile limit), that South Vietnamese 34-A vessels had bombard­
ed the coast of North Vietnam on July 31, and that, according to 
McNamara, the North Vietnamese may have mistaken the 
Maddox for a South Vietnamese boat. Both Rusk and McNamara 
called the attack "entirely unprovoked." 20 After the meeting, Sen­
ator Russell, chairman of the Armed Services Committee, told the 
press that there had been some South Vietnamese naval operations 
in the Gulf of Tonkin, and these could have "confused" the North 
Vietnamese. The State Department denied Russell's statement, 
saying that such a mistake was highly unlikely. 21 

Judging by an exchange in Senate debate on the Gulf of Tonkin 
Resolution several days later, it would appear that those who at­
tended this highly secret meeting on August 3 were also told by ad­
ministration officials that the Maddox had the capability of inter­
cepting North Vietnamese radio messages-the so-called "radio 
intercepts" that were to play such an important role in the subse­
quent debate about the occurrence of a second attack on August 4. 
Those Senators present at the meeting were apparently cautioned, 
however, about the sensitivity of this information. When Senator 
Morse mentioned during the debate on the resolution that the 
Maddox moved out to sea "because there was some concern about 
some intelligence that we are getting," Senator Lausche began to 
ask him about it and Morse cut him off, saying "I am not going to 
comment on that. I think I have said all that I have a right to say 
within the proprieties .... I do not think I should say it. I do not 
believe the Senator from Ohio should say it, either." 2 2 

••Johnson Library, NSF Country File, Vietnam, Washington to Saigon 886, Aug. 3, 1964. 
20Austin, p. 28. There are apparently no notes or summary of that meeting. 
21New York Times, Aug. 4, 1964, and Austin, p. 28. 
ucR, vol. 110, p. 18424. 
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AB the DE SOTO patrol resumed on August 2-3, Rear Adm. 
Robert B. Moore, the Commander of carrier Task Group 77.5 
(which included the flagship Ticonderoga) sent Herrick this mes­
sage:2s 

It is apparent that DRV has thrown down the gauntlet and 
now considers itself at war with the United States. It is felt 
that they will attack U.S. forces on sight with no regard for 
cost. U.S. ships in Gulf of Tonkin can no longer assume that 
they will be considered neutrals exercising the right of free 
transit. They will be treated as belligerents from first detection 
and must consider themselves as such. 

Faced with the fact that, as Moore so flatly stated, U.S. vessels in 
the Gulf of Tonkin would be treated by North Vietnam as belliger­
ents, even in international waters, Herrick requested on August 3 
that the patrol be terminated. This was rejected by Adm. Thomas ' 
H. Moorer, Commander in Chief of the Pacific Fleet, who said: 24 
"Termination of DE SOTO patrol after two days of patrol ops sub­
sequent to Maddox incident does not in my view adequately dem­
onstrate United States resolve to assert our legitimate rights in 
these international waters." The only course modification by CINC­
PAC was to direct the Maddox and the Turner Joy, at the request 
of U.S. officials at the U.S. military command (MACV) in Saigon to 
remain somewhat north of their scheduled location "to avoid inter­
ference with 34-A Ops." In a message to Admiral Sharp (CINC­
PAC), Admiral Moorer also stated that this change in location 
would "possibly draw NVN [North Vietnamese Navy] PGMs [patrol 
boats] to northward away from area of 34-A Ops . . . ," thus sug­
gesting that U.S. officials, at this point at least, despite denials by 
the executive branch, were using the DE SOTO patrol in conjunc­
tion with 34-A operations. 

On the night of August 3, another 34-A raid wa.s made on the 
coast of North Vietnam, and on the morning of August 4 Herrick 
sent a message that, based on electronic monitoring of North Viet­
namese communications, North Vietnam " ... considers patrol di­
rectly involved with 34-A ops. DRV considers U.S. ships present as 
enemies because of these ops and have already indicated their 
readiness to treat us in that category." 25 When he was asked on 
August 6 during testimony before the Foreign Relations Committee 
on the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution about the 34-A operations, McNa­
mara did not mention the raids on August 3.26 Later he stated that 
he learned of those raids only after he had testified on August 6. 27 

The record shows, however, that McNamara met with the Presi­
dent on the afternoon of August 3 to discuss, among other things, 
the 34-A operations scheduled for that night. In addition, there was 
at least one message sent to his office prior to his testimony on 
August 6 providing information on the August 3 raids. 28 

10CR, vol. 114, p. 4580. 
••Ibid., p. 4694. 
••The Gulf of Tonkin, The 1964/ncidents, p. 40. ••See Southeast Asia Resolution paBBim. 
11 The Gulf of Tonkin, The 1964/ncidents, p. 15. 
110n the morning of Aug. 4, a cable from Weetmoreland's headquarters in Saigon, a copy of 

which went to "OSD [Office Secretary of Defense] McNamara," ref!Orted on the details of the 
raids. The cable, 0409o5Z, is in the Joh11110n Library, NSF Country File, Vietnam. 
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August 4, 1964: The U.S. Retaliates Against North Vietnam 
At 7:40p.m. Saigon time on the evening of August 4, (7:40a.m. in 

Washington), Herrick sent a message to Admiral Moorer that, 
based on radio monitoring, the North Vietnamese appeared to be 
preparing to attack the Maddox and the Turner Joy. 29 

At 9:12 a.m., McNamara called the President to tell him about 
the information. Although there still had not been an attack, the 
President told Democratic congressional leaders, who were at the 
White House for their weekly legislative breakfast meeting, about 
the situation, and said that if there were to be an attack he 
thought the U.S. would have to retaliate. 30 The leaders agreed, and 
there was also agreement on the desirability of a congressional res­
olution. White House assistant Kenneth O'Donnell, a former Ken­
nedy aide, said that after the meeting Johnson wondered.about the 
political effects of military retaliation, and O'Donnell sa1d that he 
and Johnson "agreed as politicians that the President's leadership 
was being tested under these circumstances and that he must re­
spond decisively. His oppon~nt was Senator Gol~water [who h!'ld 
been nominated for the Pres1dency by the Repubhcan Party at 1ts 
convention in late July] and the attack on Lyndon Johnson was 
going to come from the rig~t a~d the ha.wks, a~d he .~ust not al~?w 
them to accuse him of vaclllatmg or bemg an mdec1s1ve leader. 31 

After his breakfast meeting with the leadership, Johnson told 
Majority Leader Carl Albert (D/Okla.) that he wanted to discuss 
another subject. The conversation that followed was interrupted by 
a phone call, probably the second (at 9:43 a.m.) of four that McNa­
mara made to the President during the morning, in which McNa­
mara reported that the two ships were under attack. According to 
Albert, Johnson said to the person who was calling, "They have? 
Now I'll tell you what I want. I not only want those patrol boats 
that' attacked the Maddox destroyed, I want everything at that 
harbor destroyed; I want the whole works destroyed. I want to give 
them a real dose." 32 

Meanwhile McNamara met at the Pentagon, beginning at about 
9:25 a.m., with representatives of the JCS. At 9:30 a.m. Herrick re­
ported that vessels which were evaluated as hostile were closing 
rapidly. 33 At 9:52 a.m., Herrick radioed that the Maddox and the 

••Saigon time was 12 hours ahead of Washington during dayligh~ savings .time .. The Maddox 
was in the next time zone, with a 13-hour difference, but was operatmg on Sa~gon time. 

30Present were from the House, Speaker McCormack, Albert, and Boggs, and from the Senate, 
Humphrey, Carl Hayden (D/ Ariz.) and George Smathers. Mansfield was absent. 

31 Austin, pp. 29-30. 
30CRS Interview with Carl Albert, Oct. 31, 1978. 
33These and other facts about the events of Aug. 4 are derived from the 48-page "Chronology 

of Events Tuesday, August 4 and Wedn~ay, August 5, 1964 To~kin ~ulf Strike,': Third Draft, 
Aug. 25, 1964, located in the Joh11110n L1brary, NSF Country File, V1etnam. ThJS, as well as 
other materials cited below, including a 74-page transcript of selected telephone conversations 
on Aug. 4 between the Pentagon, CINCPAC and the White House, was prepared in conjunction 
with compilation by the White House staff of information on the Gulf of TonJ?n incidents. 
There is no information on who prepared the chronology or the telephone transcr1p~, or on the 
criteria for selection of material. For whatever reason, the chronology does not contam, nor does 
the telephone transcript, any material relating to the meesagee to and from the Maddox and the 
7Urner Joy seeking to confirm that an attack had occurred, except for the initial meesage from 
Herrick at 1·27 p m on Aug. 4 (see below) suggesting further evaluation. 

This chro~ology ~hould not be confused wfth the chronology cited earlier which was prepared 
by the office of Col. Steakley. 
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Turner Joy were under "continuous torpedo attack." At approxi­
mately 11:30 a.m., Rusk, McGeorge Bundy and McCone joined the 
group. It was agreed to reconBnend to the President a limited air­
strike on the torpedo boat bases. 

At about 1 p.m., Rusk, McNamara, Vance, McCone and 
McGeorge Bundy met with the President for lunch. Johnson's first 
reaction was that the North Vietnamese must be punished. He 
agreed that the response should be an airstrike, and he ordered 
preparations to be made. 

George Ball, General Wheeler and CIA Deputy Director (for 
Plans) Helms joined the group after lunch for a discussion of the 
details of the airstrike. 

At 1:27 p.m. Herrick sent this "flash"message: "Review of action 
makes many reported contacts and torpedoes fired appear doubtful. 
Freak weather effects on radar and overeager sonarmen may have 
accounted for many reports. No actual visual sightings by Maddox. 
Suggest complete evaluation before any further action taken."34 

At 1:59 p.m., before the full printed text of Herrick's 1:27 p.m. 
message was available in Washington, Gen. David A. Burchinal, Di­
rector of the Joint Staff (JCS), who was serving as McNamara's 
contact with Admiral Sharp (CINCPAC), was talking by telephone 
to Sharp in Honolulu. Sharp had received Herrick's new message, 
and told Burchinal what it said. Burchinal asked him to secure 
more information. At 2:08 p.m., Sharp told Burchinal that despite 
Herrick's message, there was no doubt that a torpedo attack had 
occurred. He said, however, that many of the reported attacks may 
have been due to inaccurate sonar reports, ". . . because whenever 
they get keyed up on a thing like this everything they hear on the 
sonar is a torpedo." 3 15 

McNamara was at the White House at this point, but was receiv­
ing reports from Burchinal, including the information about Her­
rick's 1:27 p.m. message suggesting further evaluation, which he, in 

••Johnson Library, NSF Country File, Vietnam. In the 1968 hearings of the Senate Foreign 
Relations Committee reexamining the 1964 Gulf of Tonkin incidents, (The Gulf of Tonkin, The 
1964 Incidents, p. 80), Senator Fulbright, referring to the 1:27 p.m. message from Herrick, said 
this to McNamara: 

"But that alone almost, if I had known of that one telegram, if that had been put before me 
on the 6th of August, I certainly don't believe I would have rushed into action." 

••Johnson Library, NSF Country File, Vietnam, "Transcript of Telephone Conversations, 4-5 
August," p. 31. 

There is no available information concerning the coverage of the 7 4-page transcript, and thus 
no way, at present at least, of knowing how to evaluate the document as a source. There is no 
information on what phone calls pertaining to the Gulf of Tonkin were recorded in the Penta­
gon during Aug. 4, and which calls may have been excluded from the transcript. Nor is there 
any indication as to who compiled the transcript, or whether any changes were made in it, and, 
if so, what changes were made and by whom. Judging from the transcript, most if not all of the 
important calls between the Pentagon and Admiral Sharp and within the Pentagon, as well 811 
between the White House and the Pentagon, were recorded on Aug. 4. Yet there are no phone 
calls in the transcript dealing with efforts, discussed below, after Herrick's 1:27 p.m. message, to 
get him to confirm that an attack occurred. In this respect, the transcript bears a strong resem· 
blance to the Chronology of Events, Aug. 25 Draft, which, as was noted above, also does not 
refer to any of those messages after Herrick's 1:27 p.m. message. , 

The only available evidence that the White House staff attempted to collect all of the "perti· ' 
nent" (the word used in the memo) recorded telephone calls made on Aug. 4 is a one-page docu· 
ment in the Johnson Library, NSF Country File, Vietnam, entitled "Steps in Remaking Gulf of , , 
Tonkin Tape," dated Aug. 24, 1964. It is apparently an internal Pentagon document, which ia 
unattributed, directing those concerned to search the "master tape" for recorded conversationa 
that were not included on an "original small tape" (which may have been sent earlier to the 
White House), and to send the new tape to the White House b:r, the next day. In the memo, 
there is reference to the "goal of getting EVERYTHING recorded. ' . . . 

There is also no evidence as to whether any of the tapes themselves are st11l m exiStence. 
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turn gave to the President. At 4:08 p.m., after he returned to the 
pentagon, McNamara called Admiral Sharp to ask about the latest 
information on the attack. Sharp described what had happened, 
and McNamara said, "There isn't any possibility there was no 
attack, is there?" Sharp replied, "Yes, I would say there is a slight 
possibility." He added that he was trying to get further informa­
tion. McNamara said, "We obviously don't want to do it [carry out 
the retaliatory strike] until we are damned sure what happened." 
He asked Sharp, "how do we reconcile all this?" Sharp said that 
the order to retaliate should be held "until we have a definite indi­
cation that this happened." McNamara told him to leave the "exe­
cute" order in effect (it was sent to Sharp a few minutes later) and 
to call him by 6 p.m. 36 

Meanwhile, in the Gulf of Tonkin, where it was about 2 a.m. on 
August 5, the battle finally seemed to have ended, but verification 
of the attack on the two ships was extremely difficult. Besides the 
darkness, bad weather had added to the problem of visibility. Be­
cause of the cloud cover, most of the star shells (flares) fired by the 
ships to illumine the area burned out before they came out of the 
clouds. Planes from the Ticonderoga, which were supporting the de­
stroyers, also reported restricted visibility (3 miles) and deteriorat­
ing weather conditions (3,000 feet broken), but also said they could 
see clearly enough to see the two American ships, and, because of 
the dark, could have seen gunfire from any attacking ship. "Re­
turning pilots," according to a message from the Ticonderoga (at 
3:28 p.m. Washington time), "report no visual sightings of any ves­
sels or wakes other than Turner Joy and Maddox. Wakes from 
Turner Joy and Maddox visible for 2-3000 yards." 

At 1:54 p.m. Washington time, Herrick sent this message: 37 

Maddox and Joy now apparently in clear further recap re­
veals Turner Joy fired upon by small calibre guns and illumi­
nated by search light. Joy tracked 2 sets of contacts. Fired on 
13 contacts. Claims positive hits 3, 1 junk, probable hits 3. 

Joy also reports no actual visual sightings or wake. Have no 
recap of aircraft sightings but seemed to be few. Entire action 
leaves many doubts except for apparent attempted ambush at 
beginning. Suggest thorough reconnaisance in daylight by air­
craft. 

This message, as well as Herrick's message at 1:27 p.m., were 
sent after Herrick and Commander Ogier of the Maddox had con­
ducted an experiment once the engagement appeared to be over. 
After 26 sonar reports (all from the Maddox, and none from the 
Turner Joy) which had been identified as torpedoes, they suspected 
that the sonar operator on the Maddox was hearing reflections 
from the Maddox as it made its evasive weaving turns. So they ex­
perimented with a few high speed turns, and, as they suspected, 
each one was reported by the sonar operator in the same manner 
as the previous reports. Herrick said later, "It was the echo of our 
outgoing sonar beam hitting the rudders, which were then full 

•• Johnson Library, NSF Country File, Vietnam. "Telephone Conversation between Secretary 
McNamara and Admiral Sharp." This conversation was not included in the compilation of tele-
phone transcripts cited above. . . -

31 Johnson Library, NSF Country File, V1etnam, 041764Z. 
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over, and reflected back into the receiver. Most of the Maddox s re­
ports were probably false." 38 

At 2:48 p.m., in response to continuing efforts of his superiors to · 
get further ~onfirmati.o~ of the attack, Herrick sent this message: all 

Certam that ortgmal ambush was bonafide. Details of action 
following present a confusing picture. Have interviewed wit­
nesses who made positive visual sightings of cockpit lights or 
similar passing near Maddox. Several reported torpedoes were 
probably boats themselves which were observed to make sever­
al close passes on Maddox. Own ship screw noises on rudders 
may have accounted for some. At present cannot even estimate 
number of boats involved. Turner Joy reports 2 torpedoes 
passed near her. 

At 4:47 p.m., McNamara and Vance met with the JCS "to mar­
~hal the evidence to overcome lack of a clear and convincing show­
mg that an attack on the destroyer had in fact occurred."4o Five 
factors were considered to be especially important: 

1. The TURNER JOY was illuminated when fired on by 
automatic weapons. 

2. One of the destroyers observed cockpit lights. 
3. A PGM 142 shot at two U.S. aircraft (From COMINT).41 
4. A North Vietnamese announcement that two of its boats 

were "sacrificed." (From COMINT) 
5. Sharp's determination that there was indeed an attack.42 

McNamara and the JCS concluded, based on these five points 
that there had been an attack, and at 4:49 p.m., the National Mili­
tary Command Center (NMCC) in the Pentagon transmitted the 
"strike execute" message to CINCPAC. 

!hroughout the afternoon of August 4, the White House was re­
lymg on McNamara for confirmation of the August 4 attack. It was 
August 7 before McGeorge Bundy asked for copies of the NSA 
intercepts. A~cording to~ me!llorandum for the record on August 8 
from the White House SituatiOn Room, which handled the request 
he asked for "all intercepts which preceded and related" to th~ 
second attack. He received some but apparently not all of the inter­
cepts. The memorandum stated that "the attached messages" were 
"selected by CIA and NSA."4s 

While McNamara and the military were examining the evidence 
of the attack and preparing plans for retaliating a congressional 
resolution was quickly prepared on August 4 by Abram Chayes 

.. lf.S. News and World Report, July 23, 1984, and CRS Interview with Commander John J. 
Hernck (USN, Ret.), Nov. 27, 1984. 
••~ohnson Library, NSF Country File, Vietnam, 041848Z. 
·~ ~l'<!nology of Events, Tuesday, August 4 and Wednesday, August 5 1964 Tonkin Gulf 

Stnke, ' ctted above. ' 
4
.'00¥INT, communications intelligence, refers here to National Security Agency communi· 

cations mtercepts. 
41

Sharp had called the _Pentagon at 5:23 p.m., during McNamara's meeting with the JCS, to 
repo~ that the COMINT mtercept about the sacrifice of the two boats was convincing evidence 
for ~1m that th~ attack had occ!'rred. It is interesting, however, that when Sharp asked Gen. 
DaVId. A. Bu~chmal, who was Director of the Joint Staff, whether he had seen that m~, 
Burchmal satd he had not. Later in the conversation, however, Burchinal said that McNamara 
was "satisfied with. the evide.nce," ev.en though a~ that point McNamara also apparently had not 
seen the COMINT mtercept m question. Transcnpt of Telephone Conversations p. 37. 

43Johnson Library, NSF Country File, Vietnam. The "attached messages" ar'e not attached to 
the copy of this memorandum contained in this particular file, however. 
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working with George Ball44 According to Chayes, who had been 
the State Department's Legal Adviser from 1961 until ~une of 1964, 
"The main thing ... that Ball wanted me to deal with, ... was 
this question of Executive-Congressional relationships. . . . the 
whole problem ... was how do you get a resolution without ac­
knowledging that Congress had any authority in this? . . . I didn't 
look at whatever the evidence was. . . . It was simply that he 
[Ball] wanted me to look at the resolution and make sure that 
we're not giving away any part of the President's power in this res­
olution. And so I spent . . . a couple of hours, talking about the 
resolution, going over it and making sure that it didn't go beyond 
the earlier resolutions in the acknowledgment of a requirement of 
congressional participation."411 . 

When George Ball was asked later about his role, he replied:46 
. . . I don't think I ever saw the resolution until it was in 

final form .... the President asked me to help get it through 
and I went up and talked to Bill Fulbright and some of the 
others, and did what I was supposed to do. . . . I don't think I 
thought about it very much. I was just doing a chore. I don't 
think I fully realized the total implications. The President 
wanted to get some legitimizing action for what he was doing. 
The war distressed me, to be quite frank about it. 

Ball added, "I don't think that Congress ought to give that kind 
of open-ended authority to any President." 

At 6:15 p.m., the President met with the NSC. McNamara out­
lined the plan to strike the North Vietnamese torpedo boat bases 
and to conduct armed reconnaissance along the North Vietnamese 
coast, as well as to send reinforcements to the area to demonstrate 
the U.S. "will to escalate." The attack would be accompanied by a 
Presidential announcement and a congressional resolution. Rusk 
stated, "An immediate and direct reaction by us is necessary. The 
unprovoked attack on the high seas is an act of war for all practi­
cal purposes."47 The President asked, "Do they want a war by at­
tacking our ships in the middle of the Gulf of Tonkin?" CIA Direc­
tor McCone replied, "No. The North Vietnamese are reacting de­
fensively to our attacks on the off-shore islands. They are respond­
ing out of pride and on the basis of defense considerations. The 
attack is a signal to us that the North Vietnamese have the will 
and determination to continue the war. They are raising the ante." 
(Following this, a comment by the President as to how the U.S. 
should respond has been deleted from the notes of the meeting.) 
Carl Rowan, Director of the U.S. Information Agency, asked, "Do 
we know for a fact that the North Vietnamese provocation took 
place? Can we nail down exactly what happened? We must be pre­
pared to be accused of fabricating the incident." McNamara re­
plied, "We will know definitely in the morning." (The remainder of 
his reply has been deleted from the notes.) After this discussion, 

44"Draft Joint Resolution on Southeast Asia," undated, but filed under 8/4/64, is in the John­
son Library, NSF NSC Meetings File. This is probably the Chayes-Ball version, which, after 
cluuures in wording but not in substance, became the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution. 

••CRs Interview with Abram Cha~. Oct. I8, 1978. 
••CRS Interview with George Ball, Sept. 80, 1980. 
"Johnson Library, NSF NSC Meetings File. The notea of this meeting have been sanitized in 

aeveral placee. 
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which lasted about 20 minutes, the President asked the members of 
the NSC whether they had any objections to the plan. "All NSC 
members approved the plan."48 The President ordered the attacks , 
to take place, thus putting into effect the "strike execute" message 
which had been sent at 4:49. 

At 5 p.m., the White House started asking 16 congressional lead­
ers and committee chairmen and ranking members to attend a 
meeting with the President. At 6:45p.m., the President opened the 
meeting with a report on the attack. 49 He then explained that he 
had already ordered retaliation, and would make a public an­
nouncement later in the evening after U.S. planes were over their 
targets. Rusk, McNamara, McCone and General Wheeler also 
spoke. Rusk emphasized the importance of demonstrating U.S. re­
solve in defending Southeast Asia, as well as affirming the right of 
U.S. ships to use the international waters of the Gulf of Tonkin. 
The President added: "We want them to know we are not going to 
take it lying down, but we are not going to destroy their cities. We 
hope we can prepare them for the course we will follow." 

Speaker McCormack said that the attacklt were an act of war, 
and that the U.S. had to respond. Senator Russell urged the Presi­
dent to "get the last one of them [torpedo boats]." 

Mansfield was the only congressional leader to express opposition 
to Johnson's decision. He read a prepared statement which is sum­
marized in the notes of the meeting: "I don't know how much good 
it will do," he said. "May be getting all involved with a minor third 
rate state. Then what is to come in response, if not Korea for 
China? The Communists won't be forced down. A lot of lives to 
mow them down." The President asked Mansfield if he had an al­
ternative. Mansfield replied that the U.S. should consider the at­
tacks as "isolated acts of terror," and should take the matter to the 
U.N. Rusk said that one problem with that suggestion was that 
China had not committed itself, and that a limited attack would 
impress the Chinese with the seriousness of the United States' pur­
pose, while also demonstrating that the U.S. would keep the con­
flict limited. 

Senator Hickenlooper, while feeling that the U.S. should not be 
seeking a "confrontation," also supported retaliation, and added, 
"There should be no doubt as to whether the President should have 
the right to order the Armed Forces into action. Should not have to 
quarrel for weeks as to whether he had the authority or not. It is 
my own personal feeling that it is up to the President to prepare 
the kind and type of resolution he believes would be proper. It is , 
up to Congress to say whether they will pass it or not." President 

••Chronology of Events, Aug. 25 draft, p. 30. 
'"The following discussion is based on notes on the Aug. 4 meeting with congressionalleadel'l 

which have been declassified and are in the Johnson Library, NSF Meetings Notes File. See also 
Austin, p. 42; Washington Post, Aug. 5, 1964; and the New York Times, Aug. 5 and 8, 1964. Theee 
Members of Congress were present at the meeting: from the House, Speaker McCormack. 
Albert, Vinson, and Morgan, and Republicans Halleck, Leslie C. Arends (Ill.) and Frances P. 
Bolton (Ohio); from the Senate, Democrats Mansfield, Russell, Fulbright, and Humphrey, and 
Republicans Dirksen, Saltonstall, Kuchel, Hickenlooper, and Aiken. There are several versionl 
of the notes of this meeting. For an explanation !'l:ld a discussion of the meet!ng see Mark '!-· 
Stoler, "Aiken, Mansfield and the Tonkm Gulf CnslS: Notes from the Congresstonal Leadership 
Meeting at the White House, ~ugust 4, 1964," Ve'?'!"nt History 50 (Sprlll!f 1982), pp. 80-;94. ~e 
author is grateful to Dr. Davtd Humphrey, ArchtVISt at the Johnson Library, for calhng thia 
article to his attention. 
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Johnson replied, "I had that feeling but felt I wanted the advice of 
each of you and wanted to consult with you. We felt we should 
rnove with the action recommended by the Joint Chiefs, but I 
wanted to get the Congressional concurrence. I think it would be 
very damaging to ask for it and not get it." "I don't think any reso­
lution is necessary," he added, "but I think it is a lot better to have 
it in the light of what we did in Korea." McCormack responded, "I 
think the Congress has a responsibility and should show a united 
front to the world." 

House Republican Leader Charles A. Halleck (R/Ind.) said, "The 
President knows there is no partisanship among us," and he noted 
that in the case of the Cuban missile crisis he had been the first to 
speak up in support of President Kennedy. But he wondered, "Are 
we getting fouled up here on something we could put off?" 

As the meeting ended, Halleck said, "If we are going to have it 
[the resolution], it has to be overwhelmin~ .... I think it will pass 
overwhelmingly as far as I am concerned. ' 

The President said, "I have told you what I want from you," and 
he proceeded to go around the table and ask each Member of Con­
gress ~o state. his position. Every Member, including Mansfield and 
Fulbnght, said he would support the resolution. Aiken indicated 
his reluctance, as well as his acceptance of the reality of the situa­
tion ~n which Con~ess was being placed, when he commented, "By 
the bme you send It up here there won't be anything for us to do 
but support you." 

Later in the evening Johnson talked by telephone with Senator 
Goldwater, who said he supported the decision. Goldwater told the 
press, "I believe it is the only thing he can do under the circum­
stances. We cannot allow the American flag to be shot at anywhere 
on earth if we are to retain our respect and prestige." 

In an interview some years later, Senator Goldwater comment­
ed:5o 

I'll be perfectly honest with you. I have very grave doubts 
that there was ever any incident in the Gulf of Tonkin that 
would have required congressional action. I think it was a com­
plete phony, and I've yet to run into a Navy man that will tell 
me there was .... I think Johnson plain lied to the Congress 
and got the resolution. . . . About the only way he could have 
gotten congressional support was to insinuate that there had 
been an attack on an American ship. . . . 

.Goldwater added, however, that the U.S. could have retaliated 
!VIthout action by Congress, based on the power of the Commander 
In Chief to use the armed forces. 

Goldwater was also asked if, even before the 1964 Presidential 
campaign began, President Johnson was r.lanning on going to war 
a.fter the elE7tion. He replied: "Oh, I don t think there's any ques­
tknion. You might say the troops had gotten their orders but nobody 

ew about it." 

1 Efforts to confirm the second attack continued throughout the 
ate afternoon ~nd --:vening of August 4. At about 5:30 p.m., Admi­

ral Sharp, poss1bly m the call at 5:23 p.m. cited above, is said to 

""New York Times, Aug. 5, 1964, and CRS Interview with Barry Goldwater, Aug. 20, 1980. 
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have reconfirmed his belief that an attack took place, and after the .· 
call McNamara is said to have told a top aide to make doubly sure: 
that Sharp was willing to state that the attack had occurred.& 1 

Sharp then sent an urgent message to Herrick at 5:34 p.m. asking'· 
for further confirmation:52 

1. Can you confirm absolutely that you were attacked? 
2. Can you confirm sinking of PT boats? 
3. Desire reply directly supporting evidence. 

At 5:58 p.m. (5:58 a.m. on the Maddox), Herrick sent his final sit­
uation report, in which he said: 5 3 

... T~rner Joy claims sinking one craft and damage to an­
other with gunfire. Damaged boat returned confire-no hits. 
Turner Joy and other personnel observed bursts and black 
smoke from hits on this boat. This boat illuminated Turner Joy 
and his return fire was observed and heard by T J personnel. 
Maddox scored no known hits and never positively identified a 
boat as such. 

4. The first boat to close Maddox probably fired torpedo at 
Maddox which was heard but not seen. All subsequent Maddox 
torpedo reports are doubtful in that it is suspected the sonar- . 
man was hearing the ships own propeller beat reflected off 
rudders during course changes (weaving). Turner Joy detected 
2 torpedo runs on her one of which was sighted visually passed 
down port side 3 to 5 hundred yards. 

5. Weather was overcast with limited visibility. There were 
no stars or moon resulting in almost total darkness throughout 
action. 

Finally a message was sent to both the Maddox and the Turner 
Joy asking in part: "Can you confirm you were attacked by PT or 
Swatow (patrol boat)?" The Maddox did not reply, but at 7:10 p.m., 
Cdr. Robert C. Barnhart, the commanding officer of the Turner Joy 
sent this message:&4 ' 

1. Confirm being attacked by 2 pt craft. Evidence as Fol: 
A. Target fired torpedo sighted by director off and dir 

crew plus port lookout. 
B. Target burned when hit. Black smoke seen by co 

[commanding officer] and many other personnel. 
C. Target silhouette sighted by some topside personnel. 
D. Target tracked on surface search and fire control 

radar at high speeds erratic maneuvers. 
2. Sinking only highly probably and as fols: 

A. Target tracked on search and fire control radars. 
B. Shell bursts observed on radar all over contact. 
C. Hits reported visually. 
D. Target disappeared from radar scope while within 

radar range. 
E. No further burning or smoke seen. 

At about 9 p.m., Admiral Moorer sent this message to the Turner 
Joy: "Who were witnesses? what is witness reliability? most impor· 

••Goulden, p. 155. 
••cR. vol. 114, p. 4695. 
••Johnson Library, NSF Country File, Vietnam, 042158Z. 
••Johnson Library, NSF Country File, Vietnam, 042310Z. 
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tant that present evidence substantiating ty~ and number of at­
tackin.g fo~ces be gat~ered and disseminated.' 55 The reply, the text 
of which IS not available, was reported to have been received in 
Washington at 1:15 a.m. on August 5.56 

In Washington at 11:37 p.m. on the night of August 4, while Ad­
rniral Sharp and others were still collecting evidence that the 
attack on the Maddox and the Turner Joy had occurred, President 
Johnson went on nationwide television to announce that the U.S. 
was retaliating with airstrikes (Operation PIERCE ARROW) on 
North Vietnamese torpedo boat bases and POL (petroleum, oil, lu­
bricants) supplies. 57 " ••• renewed hostile actions against United 
States ships on the high seas in the Gulf of Tonkin," he said, "have 
today required me to order the military forces of the United States 
to take action in reply. The initial attack on the destroyer Maddox 
on August 2 was repeated today by a number of hostile vessels at­
tacking two U.S. destroyers with torpedoes .... repeated acts of vi­
olence against the armed forces of the United States must be met 
not only with alert defense but with positive reply ... .'' "firmness 
in the right is indispensable today for ~ace. That firmness will 
always be measured. Its mission is peace. •as 

Aftermath 
On August 7, Herrick submitted eyewitness statements from 

himself, Commander Ogier, and other officers and members of the 
crew of the Maddox, on the events of August 4. In his statement, 
~errick concluded:119 "I had no opportunity to visually sight by un­
aided. human eye any of the .action. However, it is my opinion that 
certamly a PT boat action did take place. The number of boats in­
volved and the number of torpedoes fired I cannot accurately deter­
mine." Commander Ogier said, "I believed [at] the time that the 
Maddox was under attack by PT boats. Later I doubted that so 
many torpedoes could have been fired and have missed. I am now 
convinced that the torpedo attacks did take place." 

Ogier also said that he was forwarding to the fleet commander a 
recorded tape of the sonar effects which had occurred during the 
August 4 incident, and that "an evaluation . . . of the dydrophone 
effec~ may disclose proof of the presence of the torpedoes." Wheth­
er thiS evaluation was ever made, and what disposition was made 
of the tape, is not known. 
. On August 9, 1964, a team of two Department of Defense civil­
Ians and two military men was sent from Washington to investi­
~~te the August 4 incident. They interviewed personnel from the 
~rmddox and the Turner Joy, as well as pilots on the Ticonderoga. 

••cR, vol. 114, p. 4695. 
.. Ibid., p. 4695. 
:~Public Pape_rs of the Presidents, Lyndo~ B. Johnson, 1963-1964, pp. 927-923. 

at On Aug. 5, i~ a speech at Syracuse Umversity, the President said, among other things, "The 
~cks were dehberate. The attacks were unprovoked." The Government of North Vietnam he 

:•d, had commit~ an act o,f aggression agains~ the United States, "Aiatression-deliber~te, 
be llful and systematic aggressiOn-has unmasked 1ts face to the entire worla. The world remem­
/b!'S-the world must never forget-that aggression unchallenged is aggression unleashed." 

id., pp. 928-930. 
eo""071051.2, fro.m CINCPCFLT (Commander in Chief, Pacific Fleet), Johnson Library, NSF 

untry File, V1etnam. McNamara used some of the eyewitness accounts when he tesified in 
1968, but apparently did not use others in which doubts about the attack may have been ex 
Pressed. See The Gulfo{Tonlcin, The 1964/ncidents, pp. IG-17. -
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In a copy of their draft report-the final report is still cta.sstnec1....; 
they reported eyewitness accounts of a torpedo wake, 
enemy craft that were verified by radar and black smoke, "~15 ...... u 111a 
of the PT boats themselves, and a search light. They '-'UJ:J~.;~uu'~ 
"Although details engagement will require considerable data 
finement, believe attack clearly occurred essentially as described 
[this] cable."60 

Although two U.S. pilots aboard the Ticonderoga were 
quoted by McNamara as supporting eyewitnesses for the A 
attack on the two U.S. destroyers,61 one other Navy pilot 
Ticonderoga, Commander James B. Stockdale, leader of 
attack squadron and later a prisoner of war of the North 
ese for eight years, thought that there had been no attack, 
that the U.S. was " ... about to launch a war under false 
tenses, in the face of the on-scene military commander's 
the contrary." Stockdale also had been flying over the two dee1trc1v.;.~ 
ers that day, as he had when he and others from the 
attacked the North Vietnamese PT boats on August 2. 
4, despite limited visibility, he said he could see the 
clearly, but never saw any other boats: "Not a one. No 
boat wakes, no ricochets off boats, no boat impacts, no 
wakes-nothing but black sea and American firepower." 62 

When Stockdale was then ordered to lead the reprisal strike 
against North Vietnam on the morning of August 5, his reaction 
was "'Reprisal for what?' . . . I felt like I had been doused with · 
water. How do I get in touch with the President? He's going 
half-cocked.'' 63 

In the several days after the August 4 incident, questions were 
also being raised by at least one high-ranking offical of the 
and then or later by a high ranking official of the NSA as 
Ray S .. Cline, Deputy Director of the CIA, began looking at the 
dence, and within about three days after the incident he decided 
that there probably had not been an attack. He based his conclu­
sion on the fact that the intercepts being used as evidence were too 
close in time to the events to have been "real time" intercepts. 6 " · 

As he commented some years later, "I began to see that the [inter­
cepts] which were being received at the time of the second attack 
almost certainly could not have referred to the second attack be-· 
cause of the time difference involved. Things were being referred to 
which, although they might have been taking place at that time, 
could not have been reported back so quickly."e~> ' 

Cline thinks that the intercepts which were purported to be from 
the incident on August 4 were after-action reports on the attack of 

•• Johnson Library, NSF Country File, Vietnam, 101155Z. 
••McNamara stated in his 1968 tastimony: "The commandin~ officer of Attack Squadron 62 

from the Ticorukroga (Comdr. G. H. Edmonson, USN) and his wtngman (Lt. J. A. Burton), while 
flying at altitudes of between 700 and 1,500 feet in the vicinity of the two destroyers at the time 
of the torpedo attack both sighted gun flashes on the surface of the water as well as light anti· 
aircraft bursts at their approximate altitude. On one P.aBS over the two destroyers, both _pilot8 
positively sighted a 'snakey' high speed wake 1 '1il m1les ahead of the lead destroyer, U.S.S. 
Maddo:x:." The Gulf of Tonkin, The 1964 Incidents, p. 16. 

••For similar reports by two other filots see U.S. News and World Report, July 23, 1984, p. 62. 
.. James Bond Stockdale and Sybi B. Stockdale, In Love and War (New York: Harper and 

Row, 1984), pp. 21, 23. 
.. CRS Interview with Ray S. Cline, Dec. 14, 1984. 
••Quoted by U.S. News and World Report, July 23, 1984, p. 63. 
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August 2. Those involved in reacting to the incident were probably 
too keyed-up, he says, to evaluate the evidence dispassionately. 
They also wanted to get on with tit-for-tat military action against 
North Vietnam, and this, too, created a psychological climate 
which did not encourage a calm study of the facts. 

Several days after the August 4 incident, Cline testified before 
the President's Foreign Intelligence Advisory Board, which was in­
quiring, as it usually does in cases involving substantial U.S. intel­
ligence activity, into the Gulf of Tonkin attacks. He discussed the 
attack on August 2, but told the group he did not have the evi­
dence to confirm that there had been an attack on August 4. 

When he became Director of Intelligence and Research in the 
Department of State in 1967, Cline had occasion to study Gulf of 
Tonkin files in that office, and found that the August 4 incident 
had also been examined afterwards by analysts in State. He says 
he came across memoranda which raised questions about the inci­
dent, and that the file convinced him that there had not been a 
second attack. 

In 1972, Louis Tordella, then Deputy Director of NSA, is also re­
ported to have told staff members of the Senate Foreign Relations 
Committee that intercepts purportedly pertaining to the August 4 
incident pertained instead to the August 2 attack.66 

In addition to the inquiry made by the President's Foreign Intel­
ligence Advisory Board, a study of the August 4 Gulf of Tonkin in­
cident was also made soon afterwards for the Weapons Systems 
Evaluation Group in the Pentagon by the Institute for Defense 
Analyses, a private arm of the Pentagon. It's title was Command 
and Control of the Tonkin Gulf. Incident, 4-5 August 1961,. It is not 
known what kind of a report, 1f any, was made by the Intelligence 
Advisory Board, but whatever report there might have been is still 
classified. The command and control study is also still classified, 
despite efforts of the Foreign Relations Committee, beginning in 
1968, to obtain a copy on a classified basis.67 Based on a description 
by the committee's staff, the document " ... will show that the 
Administration was becoming more and more uncertain about the 
nature of the incident in the Gulf of Tonkin but decided to go 
ahead with the attack on North Vietnam in spite of this increasing 
uncertainty."68 

Some of those who were involved at the time have taken the po­
sition that the DE SOTO patrols and the 34-A operations were in­
tended to provoke the North Vietnamese into responding, thereby 
creating a "crisis" that could be used to galvanize congressional 
and public support for U.S. action against the North Vietnamese. 
George Ball is one of these: 6 9 

. . . I think that there was a feeling on the part of the Presi­
dent that he had to get a new grant of power from the Con­
gress, that some overt act of aggression might justify it, and if 
such an act of aggression occurred then he wanted to be ready 

••u.s. News and World Repc>rt, July 23, 1984, p. 64. 
"

7See The Gulf of Tonkin, The 1964 Incidents, p. 2. 
••A note at the conclusion of a staff memorandum, Jan. 30, 1968, on "Examples of Misinfor­

mation Given to SFRC and Armed Services at time of Incident," in the papers of the Committee 
on Foreign Relations, National Archives, RG 46. 

..Charlton and Moncrieff, Many Reasons Why, p. 109 . 
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so he could use that opportunity to get the kind of support 
from the Congress so that he wouldn't be acting alone . . . it 
was a tactical opportunity that they were looking for . . . he 
had a feeling that if he were going to take the measures which 
the military were telling him were going to have to be taken if 
we were going to win the war, that he had to be sure of his 
ground and get a much firmer support. The TonkiR Gulf Reso­
lution was that kind of expression of support from the Con­
gress which he felt he needed. 

Another is James Thomson, a member of the NSC staff at the 
time, although he was not directly involved in the events of August 
4:70 

Mr. Thomson. I was in the White House, the NSC staff at 
the time, and some of my colleagues indicated very clearly that 
there was no credible evidence that the second incident had, in 
fact, ever taken place. It was judged, however, to be useful 
nonetheless, to show, as the papers regularly put it, our will or 
our resolve, regardless of the absence of a clear causus belli. 

The Chairman [Senator Fulbright]. And this was interpreted 
to mean if we showed the will then the North Vietnamese 
would surrender. I mean, being faced with such overwhelming 
power, they would stop. Is that really the way they were think­
ing? 

Mr. Thomson. "Would be brought to their knees" was the 
phrase that was used. 

The Chairman. And, in effect, be willing to settle it on our 
terms; is that correct? Is that a fair summary? 

Mr. Thomson. That was the hope, yes. 
The Chairman. So, again, that was rather a serious mistake 

in judgment, too; wasn't it? 
Mr. Thomson. It was, sir. 

Thomson explained that beginning in late May or early June 
1964 the administration wanted to obtain broad discretionary au­
thority from Congress which it could use if the situation in Viet­
nam required it, especially if the Executive needed to act when 
Congress was not in session. When the first attack occurred on 
August 2, the administration began to think that this could provide 
such an opportunity. The second attack, although "more dubious," 
gave "imprudent, harassed people" the chance they needed to get 
congressional approval. The evidence to support the attack was in­
conclusive, Thomson added, but by then the decision was so far 
along that it could not be rever8ed; "the operational procedures 
had gone so far that the Administration had to fish or cut bait."71 

Other key participants have argued, however, that the U.S. did 
not intend to create a crisis, and that the Gulf of Tonkin incidents 
were not "engineered" as an excuse for U.S. military action. In 
fact, William Bundy says, ". . . it didn't fit in with our plans at 
all, to be perfectly blunt about it. We didn't think the situation had 
deteriorated to the point where we had to consider stronger action 

70U.S. Congress, Senate, Committee on Foreign Relations, Causes, Origins, and Lessons of the 
Vietnam War, Hearings, 92d Cong., 2d sess. (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Govt. Print. Off., 1972), p. 
54. 

71 Memorandum of conversation between Thomson and Carl Marcy, chief of staff of the Senate 
Foreign Relations Committee, Jan. 3, 1968, SFRC Papers, National Archives, RG 46. 
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on the way things lay in South Vietnam . . . nobody would have 
planned this, nobody did plan it. It was totally unexpected and the 
response was entirely on the level." 72 

" ... the case on any Administration intent to provoke the inci­
dents [on August 2 and 4]," Bundy says, "is ~ot simply w~a~, it is 
non-existent. Not at any level of command 1s there a scmtilla of 
evidence, after exhaustive internal and external searches, that 
points to any anticipation by the Administration of the incidents, 
much less any intent to provoke them." 73 This is his analysis of 
what happened: 

Miscalculation by both the US and the NVN is, in the end, 
at the root of the best hindsight hypothesis of Hanoi's behav­
ior. In simple terms, it was a mistake, for an Administration 
sincerely resolved to keep its risks low, to have t~e 34A oper­
ations and the destroyer patrol take place even m the same 
time period. Rational minds could not readily have foreseen 
that Hanoi might confuse them . . . but rational calculations 
should have taken account of the irrational . . . in the form of 
a few days' postponement of the patrol. . . . 

Bundy adds, ' . . . there was a majo~ eleme~t of straight m~u~­
derstanding in what took place. W ashmgton d1d not want an mel­
dent, and it seems doubtful that Hanoi did either. Yet each mis­
read the other, and the incidents happened." 

The Gulf of Tonkin Resolution 
On August 5, Johnson sent the proposed Gulf of Tonkin resolu­

tion to Congress.74 Before the resolution was officially transmitted 
it had been reviewed by congressional leaders at the meeting on 
August 4, and " ... in light of their comments redrafts continued 
in the evening, and at a breakfast meeting in the Department of 
State [on August 5] the Secretary and his associates hammered out 
a short, basic, agreed version with the bipartisan leaders." 75 

In a conversation with the President on August 4, McGeorge 
Bundy questioned whether the events in the Gulf of Tonkin should 
be used to obtain a resolution. 

"My first reaction," he said in an interview some years later, 
"was that this was not the right way to get the kind of resolution 
that would really ensure that the Congress meant what it said." It 
was just a little e~isode. . . . I would have just ridden out that par­
ticular episode." 'That was just one conversation between me and 
the President," Bundy added. "His reaction was that he had al­
ready decided the other way, and to climb on board." 76 "It is per­
fectly plain," Bundy said, "that when you get to the Gulf of Tonkin 
that he [Johnson] knew in his own mind that he had a problem of 
a resolution, and he seized that episode to get the resolution." 

71Charlton and Moncrieff, Many Reasons Why, p. 117. Bundy, who was on vacation the first 
week of August 1964, had written a memorandum on July 31 stating hill understanding that the 
U.S. would continue on ita existing course in Vietnam until at least the end of the U.S. Preai· 
dential campaign, and that although further actions might be required in Vietnam, they would 
not be undertaken during the campaign. 

78Bundy MS., appendix to ch. 14, p. 14A-86. 
74For hill statement see Public PaperB of the President, Lyndon B. Johnson, 1963-1964, pp. 930-

931. 
71McGeorge Bundy chronolOIIY, cited above. 
71CRS Interview with McGeorge Bundy, Jan. 8, 1979. 
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Bundy ~s reported to have h~ld a White House staff meeting on 
the mormng of August 5 at whtch he stated that the President waa 
requesting a cong!essional resol.ution. "After Bundy finished, Doug­
lass Cater, a Whtte House advtser on domestic issues, was one of 
the first to speak up. 'Isn't this a little precipitous?' he asked. 'Do 
we have all the information?' 

"Bundy looked quickly at him and said 'The President has decid­
ed and that's what we're doing.' 

"Cater, new in the White House, persisted: 'Gee, Mac, I haven't 
really thought it through.' . 

"Bundy, with a very small smile: 'Don't."'77 
!his was the text of the. Gulf of Tonkin Resolution as it was sub­

mitted to and approved (wtth one minor change) by Congress: 

Joint Resolution• 

To promote the maintenance of international peace and se­
curity in southeast Asia. 

Whereas naval units of the Communist regime in Vietnam 
in violation of the principles of the Charter of the United Na: 
tions and of international law, have deliberately and repeated­
!Y attac~ed United States naval vessels lawfully present in 
mternabonal waters, and have thereby created a serious 
threat to international peace; and Whereas these attacks are 
part of a deliberate and systematic campaign of aggression 
that the Communist regime in North Vietnam has been 
waging against its neighbors and the nations joined with them 
in the collective defense of their freedom; and 
Wher~as the United ~tates is assisting the peoples of south­

east Asta to protect thetr freedom and has no territorial mili.; · 
tary or political ambitions in that area, but desires only that 
these people should be left in peace to work out their own des­
tinies in their own way: Now, therefore, be it 

R_esolved by the Senate and House of Representatives of the 
Umted States of America in Congress assembled, That the Con· 
gress approves and supports the determination of the Presi­
dent, as Commander in Chief, to take all necessary measures 
to repel any armed attack against the forces of the United 
States and to prevent further aggression. 

Sec. 2. The United States regards as vital to its national in­
terest and to world peace the maintenance of international 
peace and security in southeast Asia. Consonant with the Con· 
stitution of the United States and the Charter of the United· 
Nations and. in acco~dance with its obligations under the 
Southeast Asta Collective Defense Treaty, the United States is, 
therefore, prepared, as the President determines to take all. 
necessary steps, including the use of armed force, to assist any 
member or protocol state of the Southeast Asia Collective De- · 
fense Treaty requesting assistance in defense of its freedom. 

Sec. 3. This resolution shall expire when the President shall 
determine that the peace and security of the area is reasonably 

77 Halberstam, The Best and the Brightest, p. 44. 
•Public Law 88-408 
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assured by international conditions created by action of the 
United Nations or otherwise, except that it may be terminated 
earlier by concurrent resolution of the Congress. 

The language of the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution was a hybrid of 
language from previous resolutions, but it was closer to that of the 
Middle East Resolution of 1957 than to any of the others. 78 Like 
that resolution, the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution provided that these­
curity of the area concerned was vital to U.S. interests and to 
world peace. It also provided, as did the Middle East Resolution, 
that the U.S. was prepared to use its armed forces to assist affected 
nations, and that it would do so "as the President determines." 
This contrasts with the statement in the Middle East Resolution: 
"if the President determines the necessity thereof." Although the 
Middle East Resolution required the President to determine the 
need for such action, the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution went beyond 
that to give full advance approval to the President to decide wheth­
er, bow, when and where to use force, and how much force to use. 
In this respect, the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution was stronger than 
the Middle East Resolution, and more comparable to the 1955 For­
mosa Resolution's provision that the President could use force "as 
he deems necessary." The Formosa Resolution, however, specifical­
ly authorized the President to do so, whereas the Gulf of Tonkin 
stated it as a given. Thus, the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution appears to 
have been the strongest and most complete, in terms of its approv­
al of Presidential power, of any of the five foreign policy resolu­
tions passed by Congress between 1955 and 1965. (See below for the 
Executive Branch's interpretation of the Gulf of Tonkin Resolu­
tion.) 

On the day (August 5) the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution was intro­
duced, Morse made a major speech in the Senate in which he 
called the resolution a "predated declaration of war."79 " ... our 
actions in Asia today are the actions of warmaking," he said. The 
Gulf of Tonkin incident was" ... as much the doing of the United 
States as it is the doing of North Vietnam. For 10 years, the 
United States, in South Vietnam, has been a provocateur, every bit 
as much as North Vietnam has been a provocateur. For 10 years, 
the United States, in South Vietnam, has violated the Geneva 
~eement of 1954. For 10 years, our military policies in South 
Vtetnam have sought to imR?,se a military solution upon a political 
and economic problem." 'We have been making covert war in 
southeast Asia for some time," he added, "instead of seeking to 
~eep the peace. It was inevitable and inexorable that sooner or 

th
ter we would have to engage in overt acts of war in pursuance of 
at policy ... .'' 

al •.•The Middle East Resolution provided:." ... the United States regards as vital to the nation­
th m~rest and world peace the flre&ervatlon of the independence and integrity of the nations of 
st!tes •~die East. To this end, if the Presid!'nt determ.ines the necessity thereof, the United 
._. 18 pre~red to use armed ~orces to assist any nation or group of such nations requesting 
Pro IB~nce _agamst armed aggrees1on from any country controlled by international communism: 
Sta~!!!«J· That such emplo~ent shall be consonant with the treaty obligations of the United 
Eaa ._ and with the Constitution of the United States." For more information on the Middle 
f h Resolution, as well on the 1955 Formosa Resolution, see pt. I of this study. For a discu88ion 

~...,t, e 1962 Cuba and Berlin Resolutions, see pp. 129-130 above. For a discUBBion of the June 
"::: draft of a co~ional reaolution on Vietnam, see pp. 266-270 above. 

CR, vol. 110, pp. 18133-18139. 
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Morse then referred to the bombardment of islands off the coast 
of North Vietnam by the South Vietnamese, an action, he said 
that the U.S. Government knew was occurring at a time when U.s:. 
ships were on patrol in the vicinity. "Was the U.S. Navy standing 
guard," he asked, "while vessels of South Vietnam shelled North 
Vietnam? That is the clear implication of the incident." 

Unknown, reportedly, to anyone in the Senate or the 
Morse had received a phone call that morning from a source 
Pentagon, who has never been named, who told him that the 
Maddox was not on a "routine patrol," as the administration had 
claimed, but was an intelligence ship, and that its mission was 
sociated with the 34-A raids. The U.S., the source said was engag. 
ing in provocation in the Tonkin Gulf.80 ' 

Morse confided some of his doubts to fellow Senators but found 
them unwilling to oppose the President. One said to hi~, 81 "Hell . 
Wayne, you can't get in a fight with the President at a time whe~ 
the flags are waving and we're about to go to a national conven­
tion. All Lyndon wants is a piece of parer telling him we did right · 
out there, and we support him, and he s the kind of president who· 
follows the rules and won't get the country into war · ·· 
coming back to Congress." 

That afternoon (August 5), a meeting of leaders from the Senate1 
F~reign Rel!ltions and Arm~ Services and the House Foreign M· 
frurs Committees was held m Mansfield's office to decide how 
resolution would be handled. Present were Mansfield 
Hickenlooper, Aiken, Russell, and Leverett Saltonstali 
and from the House, Dr. Thomas E. Morgan (D/Pa.) 
the Foreign Affairs Committee, and Mrs. Frances Boiton (R/ 
the ranking Republican on the committee. There were also ,....,,,..,,-,,... 
staff members present, including Pat Holt, a senior member of 
Foreign Relations Committee staff, and then acting chief of staff 
the absence of Carl Marcy. Holt later recalled his reaction to the 
group's plan to act quickly on the resolution:82 · 

W ~· d have a joint hearing of Foreign Relations and ""r·rnan.• 

Services the next morning, report it, call it up, have a 
~ebate and pass it. I listened to all of this with growing 
hef, and I remember Bill Darden [William H. Darden, chief 
staff of the Senate Armed Services Committee] and I talked 
each other about it. We thought it was wildly unrealistic 
senators to expect action to be taken on it that .... -··-·-·J 
cause Bill and I had been through the debate on the nu.uu••v· 

East Resolution in '57 which tied UP,. the two -.v ....... .. 
weeks. The Formosa Resolution in 55 didn't take very 
but it took some days anyhow. Both of these had caused a 
deal of unhappiness on the part of some senators who eventu· 
ally voted for them, and we didn't see that there was af!y way 
under heaven that either the joint committee or the Senate 
could .act .on the Gulf of Tonkin thing as fast as it did, particu· 
larly m view of the way the thing was worded, which looked to 
us like pretty much a blank check and a pre-dated declaration 

•oGoulden, p. 48 and Austin, pp. 67-68. 
"'Goulden, p. 49. 
81CRS Interview with Pat Holt, Dec. 13, 1978. 
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of war. Well, that just shows how much more senators know 
about the Senate than the staff does. 

At the meeting, there was a brief discussion of the language of 
the resolution, and according to Chairman Morgan, Mansfield 
argued that it should be left unchanged, and that it should be 
passed in the same form that had been sent to Congress by the 
President. 83 

On August 6, executive session hearings were held on the resolu­
tion in both the House and the Senate. The hearing of the House 
Foreign Affairs Committee lasted 40 minutes. The combined hear­
ing of the Senate Foreign Relations and Armed Services Commit­
tees lasted 1 hour and 40 minutes. 

Prior to the meeting of the House committee, Chairman Morgan 
held a caucus of the Democratic members of the committee at 
which he urged them to approve the resolution without change. At 
the conclusion of the hearing he made the same plea to the full 
committee. "I had to practically get down on my hands and knees 
to plead with my committee, please don't change a single word in 
this resolution."84 

At the hearing of the House Foreign Affairs Committee, Secre­
tary Rusk said that the administration was asking for the resolu­
tion because ". . . it has seemed clearly wise to seek in the most 
emphatic form a declaration of congressional support both for the 
defense of our Armed Forces against similar attacks and for the 
carrying forward of whatever steps may become necessary to assist 
the free nations covered by the Southeast Asia Treaty." "We 
cannot tell what steps may in the future be required to meet Com­
munist aggression in southeast Asia," he added. 

Secretary of Defense McNamara described the events preceding 
the request for the resolution, and characterized the attacks as "de­
liberate and unprovoked." The Maddox, he said (without mention­
ing that it was an intelligence ship), was on a "routine patrol in 
international waters." 

Rusk commented on the specific provisions of the resolution. He 
pointed out that the wording of section 1 of the resolution ("That 
the Congress approves and supports the determination of the Presi­
dent, as Commander in Chief, to take all necessary measures to 
repel any armed attack against the forces of the United States and 
to prevent further aggression") was a recognition of the President's 
"authority and obligation" to defend U.S. forces against attacks. 
With respect to the language in section 2 stating that the U.S. was 
:'prepared, as the President determines, to take all necessary steps, 
Including the use of armed force" to defend Vietnam, Rusk said 
that this was "similar to the authority embraced in the Formosa 
resolution of 1955, the Middle East resolution of 1957, and the 
Cbeuba resolution of 1962." He gave copies of each of these to mem­
' rs of the committee so that they could compare the language. 
'There can be no doubt,'' he added ". . . that these previous reso­

lSutions form a solid legal precedent for the action now proposed. 
uch action is required to make the purposes of the United States 

clear and to protect our national interest." 

••cRS Interview with Thomaa E. Morgan, Apr. 3, 1979. 
••Ibid. 
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Rusk said that although he would not take the <:<>m~,ittee'~ tim_e 
to discuss the constitutional aspects of the resolutiOn, I beh~ve 1t 
to be the generally accepted constitutional view that .th~ President 
has the constitutional authority to take at least hmited armed 
action in defense of American national interest .... " 811 

In his "briefing book," a lar~e blac~ looseleaf ~otebook .with ma­
terials covering all of the possible pomts on which he might have 
to testify, Rusk had a memorandum prepared by State's legal.a~; 
viser, "Legal Questions and Ansvyers on the Gulf of Tonk~n, 
August 5, 1964, which he could use If neces~ary to answer questions 
about constitutional aspects of the resolution. That memorandum 
made it clear that in the view of the executive branch, as was sub­
sequently maintained, the President did n?t n~ed congressional. ap- . 
proval or authorization to use U.S. forces m VIetnam, even ag~~nst: 
North Vietnam, and that the resolution, therefore, was a pohbcal . 
rather than a legal or constitutional instrument. These were some 
of the key points made in the memo~andum: 8~ • 

Question. What is the authonty for usmg U.S. combat forces 1 
in the Tonkin Gulf action? . · · 

Answer. The constitutional authority of the President as. 
Commander-in-Chief. i 

Question. Does the President have autho~ity to use the forces 
of the U.S. now in Viet-Nam for combat actwn? . 

Answer. (1) Yes. The use of U.S. forces for combat du~y m 
Viet-Nam rests on the Constitutional powers of the President 
as Commander-in-Chief and as Chief Executive, and on his · 
power to conduct foreign affairs. . . 

(2) Presidents have ordered the arJ?ed forces ~ ta~e comb~t­
ant action abroad, without CongressiOnal authorizatiOn and m · 
the absence of a Declaration of War, on a large number of oc-
casions. . 

Question. How does the Joint Resolution affect the authonty .· 
of the President to use force in Viet-Nam? 

Answer. The Resolution does not detract from or enlarge t~e 
constitutional authority of the President as Commander-m· 
Chief and Chief Executive. 

Question. Then why seek a Congressional Resolution? 
Answer. The Resolution would constitute a declaration of the 

common purpose of the U.S. in this situation. It would record 
the approval and support of the Congress for the actions of 
President. 

Question. Does the Joint Resoluti?n cons~itute an antic~pato­
ry declaration of war; that is, does £t constltute a delegatwn 
Congress' constitutional authority to declare war? 

Answer. (1) No. The Joint Resolution in no way affects the 
constitutional prerogative of the Congress to declare war. t 

(2) A declaration of war, however, has always been thoug~ 
of as implying a massive commitment of U.S. forces. That 11 
not the case here. 

••Rusk's and McNamara's statements were printed as an appendix to the report of the= 
Foreign Affairs Committee, H. Rept. 88-1708. The transcript of the hearing has not been . 
public. . A ks 

••Johnson Library, NSC History File, Gulf of Tonkin ttac . 
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Qu11ttnn1, Dna lhiiJ Roolultmt tJtJIJftr lht Ulft nf U.B. /bmM 
fnr nmnhtlt tn Nnrth V~tt•NtJm, 

Anl!wttr. (l) Ilea. i dttalarttll that thli! tJ.8. !1 pr~tpart!d 11to takt~ 
lll1 ftCUl181JAI')' 8tt!J)_I1 inoludtn1 thl \IIIII or fll'mt!d f'brCI81 to lll!ll!lhtt 
any Protoonl or Mc:.mbt~r 8tattt or th@ 8nut.ht~AI!It A!Jht Oollt!t'!tlvl! 
D~flnfl~:t Trl!aty r~tqU@I!Itlnl Al!llilhltanC!l\ In dt!l'ltn!il"' of lt11 l'rt!e.• 
t1nm." 

CM) Undt~r Ml!t!. i, I!IU(!h MtMp!!l would hnv~ to be "~Unl!lnnant 
wl~h the (jonl!titutlon and Onnrtf:!r 6f th~ Unlti!Jd N~ttlonlil ~tnd 
in IUIMordantlt! wtth tthe1 obllrJMtlon(IJ tor th.- tJ.f!.j und~r th~ 
flttmth~flMt A@lta (:)otl~t:~tlvt;~ b~f't4n~tt Trttttty." 

CIJ) tr, tn a pttrtioular •ltuMUtln, th~ UM~:t tlf UJ-.. t!Mtnhttt troopN 
Itt Nurt.h Vl~:tt•NMm would mt!~t All or th~ f'@qutr~:td t!tmdltitJttiJ. 
~ntJ If tht~ PreMidtmt, d~t.@rmlned thttt tt. Wtt!l fl~tl"'lillllttry, Mtttlh 
m1~:t wtluld bt~ within the ltt:!!Julutlon. 

tmm~:tdllltt9ly l!lf'tt~r ttN httl!lrltttf, t,hlf HtJUIJtt ror~t.rn Af'f'l!llrlll tlom• 
miH.~t~ vot~d ~IJ-0 ttl I!IPP_t'tiYt! thli! f'@liiOIUtltlfl, 'rwtJ. mt~mh~r!J Yt1t~d 
"tu·~~~~~Ht.!' Th~Y. wt~rt~ H. K. Uru!JII tKifowH), whtJ llltthl that. htt 
wtttttt!d thtt worit~ "ttnlt~d ~tatt~M 6f AmMriM" Ht1d~d ~Iter the wtJrd 
"OtJnl!ltttutltJn" In tht~ reMtJiutlon (thht wa!J dont! by th~ '-4~natt:!), tttut 
Jlldw~trd J, tlt~rwlnMki (K/tllJ, who!Jald thAt h~ YNtt!d ptt!ll!~nt, to pro­
t~Mt the l'l:lt~t, thr~t Cltm.rr~:tf!M WflM nt~ver Informed hy the Vrt~llllt.lent 
atH:I hll!l ~tt1viMMf'M "untll thtty lli!t In fi Jam!' 11 ¥ 

ft1 lt!J rt~port," 11 thtt fl'nrt~lrn Af'f'ldr!J tl11mmtttf:!t1 fl!ifit,f:!d! 
AM It haft dur1n.1 ~t:trHt~r aot.inn un rtt111olutlon111 rMit~tlnr tu l"or· 

mo!JA 1tnd to thtt MlthHt~ f4}flMt, thfl t!ommtttt!tt non!!lidt!rt~d th~ r~­
ll:ttion tlf tht~ nut.hority t~onttdnMd in th@ rt~tmlution 1tnd t.h,. 
powttrM fiM!:!IJHt!d to t,ht! tJrM!Jhhmt hy tht~ tlon!JtltutttJn, Whitt~ 
th~ r~Ntdutil}n m~k~IJ It t!lt:!~r th~t thfl p~opt~ "' th,. Unit.~d 
fiU.~t@~ Mt~nd b~hlflft tht:! Vr~:t!Jid~nt, it, Wlt!J t!fHH:!lut1"'t1 t.httt th~ 
l't:!MtJiutltm ltO@III HtJt. t:!Ht~r thl! ntdd of tltltltf'11Ytii'I!Y 111! ttl thli f'~· 
MJJf!t!tlYt~ lltnlt.fltltltll!ll tJfJ'Hwttr In th~ l!JU!t!Uttv~ nnd tht:! ~~-IMllt· 
t.tv~ hr~tnt!h!:!lt AM !Jt~tt.~ in tht~ t!ommttt~:t,. rl:!ptJrt 11ft tht:t F'tlrml1-
•~t r~NoluUtm: 

Af!t.in• itJif!t,ht:!r, tht!rl!! t!An h~ no ftt~uht t.hMt flll t.h~ r.rm• 
~tltutlon~l powt:!rlll Ht!fl~llll!l~ry tu m~l!!t thM Mtt.utltlon Ar~ 
J)f'~(llt!fli. 

Ar.f!tJI'tHn• t,tl t,h,. ,.,.v,rt,, t.h~ atJtnmlttl!!t! tti!Jo MnMld~rttd th~ qut!M· 
iltm uf t,h,_ dtmtH6n tlf tht! I'I!!MtJ1UtltJfl, but d~t!ldl!d Hot, ttl m~kl! !tHY 
t~h~ttt~M, ''Olv~n thcs p~r!lll!liMnt, tltJmmuniNt pri!!IMUf'I!!IJ In MtmthM~IJt 
Alllltt, tht! oummitt~t! did HOt t!tJHii!idt~r it ~tdvht~thlt! t.u IH!Jf:!t't 1t I!ILJt!t!lntl 
timt! llmlt~tUttn "" thM l't:!Mtduilofl, , . , fn Any tlfli!M t.h~ rl!MtJlutltJn 
Mp~:~ttlnt1ttiiY l't!Mt:!t'Yl!l!l t.o tlrm.rreuu~ thl! rt.ht to t,t!rminatl!! t.ht:! f'Hrttt! of 
iht! I'MMOhttlcm hy tiOHt!Uf'f't!lflf, I'I!!IIIOJUUtJn," 

'Nu1 mood in th~ Forl!!lrfn Amtlr11 tlommltil!l!! nttd In tht! HtiUMl! rt!J 
It wholl!! wafl tJHt! tJf ~t(lt.lot1, In whtoh the "fitt!ttt" mn.Y. not h~tv~ hl!t!n 
th~:&t tmportttnt, AO&mrdtn.r to Dllntt! a. ll'lli!I&IC!ll {D/FIIl.), It mttmbt" 
htnd lnttr ahalrmt:anl or it\@ (!t)mmlttt!f:!fllll 

My own lmpri!!I!IMion of wh~:&t hHPfJI!!Httd ~:&t thfit, tlm~ w~IJ th~tt. 
moMt t~vt~rybudy Mttld, wMll, tht! PrttMidt!nt w~tntM t,hi!J pow~r rtnd 
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he needs to have it. It had relatively little to do with the so­
called incident. I don't know why so much stress has been 
made on whether or not there was an incident or whether or 
not the President was deceitful or whatever. . . . The Presi­
dent needed the authority. Who cared about the facts of the so­
called incident that would trigger this authority? So the resolu. 
tion was just hammered right on through by everybody. 

Nicholas deB. Katzenbach (then Deputy Attorney General, and 
later Under Secretary of State), has taken a similar position with 
respect to the reaction of both Congress and the Executive:90 

. . . the Tonkin Gulf incident itself was an absolute nothing. 
Sure, the facts of that were exploited by President Johnson 
and by the executive branch, but I don't think it made any dif •. 
ference what the facts were. All they were looking for was a . 
vehicle for the resolution. Then they chose this incident in the 

. Tonkin Gulf to do it. If that hadn't come around, they would · 
have found something else. I don't think it made one iota of 
difference in any congressman's or senator's vote as to what 
happened or didn't happen in the Tonkin Gulf. 

Katzenbach said that the 1964 Presidential election was a key 
factor in congressional action on the resolution, adding, "And there 
is no question in my mind that that is what motivated Bill Fu}. 
bright and other good Democrats to go along with it and vote for · 
it." He also explains how this affected the role of Congress thereaf· · 
ter: "They created a situation there that Congress was tied up in 
its underwear the whole rest of the time. You couldn't have gotten 
anything through that was like the Tonkin Gulf Resolution; you. 
couldn't have gotten anything through that was going to take it 
away. Having done it, they were just absolutely tie.d." 

On Friday, August 7, acting under a suspension of the rules (a 
parliamentary devise for limiting debate and amendments), the 
House of Representatives passed the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution 416-. 
0, after considering it for only 40 minutes. No Member spoke· 
against the resolution. 91 On the vote to pass the resolution, Repre­
sentative Adam Clayton Powell (D/N.Y.), saying that he was a 
"pacifist," voted "present." Representative Eugene Siler of Ken· 
tucky (who had voted against SEATO, and had made the statement 
in June 1964 about running for President in order to serve one day) 
refrained from voting, saying that such resolutions were "unneces­
sary," and were used "to seal the lips of Congress against future 
criticism."92 

During the brief discussion of the resolution, House Democratic 
and Republican leaders gave it their strong endorsement. Demo­
cratic Majority Leader Carl Albert (D/Okla.) referring to previous 
actions by Congress supporting the President, said: 

The United States is presently facing in southeast Asia a · 
challenge similar to the ones we have faced in the past in 
Turkey, Berlin, Lebanon, the Straits of Taiwan, and Cuba. The 
President has asked us as representatives of the American 

••CRS Interview with Nicholas deB. Katzenbach, Nov. 7, 1978. 
01The proceedings are in CR, vol. 110, pp. 18539-18555. 
•• Washington Post, Aug. 8, 1964. In the CongreBSional Record, Representative Siler was listed 

as being !?aired against the resolution, making him the only Member of the House to have been 
recorded m the negative. 
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psuple for uur support. It i!!l tttJW time fur all uf us to join to­
gether a!! a natiutt firmly united behind uur Commander itt 
Chief and tu e1tprese uur c:!omplete cottfldettc:!e itt him and itt his 
leadership. 

House ttepublic:!ah Leader Charlee Halleck eaid he I!IUppurted the 
reeolutiott "a!!l a olear ittdic:!atiott ott the part of the Ctmgree!!l or our 
detertttittatiott tu be a united people itt ths fac:!e of any threat!! tu 
out liberty." He pointed out, however, that "ordere for retaliatory 
action aMilih!!lt the foroee or North Vietnam had been ii!I!!IUed prior 
to the meetittM [ot oongreseiottal leadere with the Pre~lident ott 
AugU!!It 4] attd t&at the apparent purpose or the meeting wae to 
inform us thl:lt eutJh decisiotte had been made." 

Other leading ttepublitJatte ttuestiotted the Johnson admittietra­
tlon's polic:!y ott the wnr. tteprel'!etttativs Melvin Laird said he 
agreed with the Presidettt's actiott attd with the reeolutiott, but that 
" ... the lattd war remliltts. And we still have a policy to develop. 
We etill must dec:!ide whether tu fOllow the Oaulli!!lt proposal of 
withdrawal by tteutralil!atioh or whether to stiffen uur c:!ommit­
mettt by reeolvittg tu take whatever step!'! are ttete!!l!!laty to witt th~ 
war itt that beleaguered area withitt a reasottable period or time. 

Repreeetttfttive Gerald frord eaid that he eupported the reeolu­
tlon, but that "'rhe military result!! raiee the legitimate questiott­
!dmilar U.S. military ac:!tiott affE!rtittg our own ground forcee ott 
prior occasiutts itt Vietttam might have turned the tide our way 
muc:!h sooner. The Uttited Statee itt Vietnam ie ttot wittttittg now 
attd has not been in the paAt months. I hope and truet what ap­
pears tu be a new admittletration policy will brittg victory fOr the 
people of Vietnattt attd the United Btatee." 

Represetttative Paul lrittdley (lVtllJ, was dOttc:!ertted about the 
broad language of the reeulutiott, and aeked rurd whether he could 
be allucated !'lome time to epeak during the debate. AtJcording to 
Findley, Ford eaid there wae no time available, and that ", .. I 
ehouldtt't be cottcertted. This wae a l'!ymbolil:! gesture or I!IUJ;IJ;IOrt to 
the Preeidettt at a critical time, whE!tt uur l!lhipe WE!tE! under attac,. 
We WBnted to show eolidarity behind the PrE!sidE!nt, but it didtt t 
have any far-reachi11g implications. Attd, u~ that l'l!!II!Ut'l'lttce, I vuted 
for it and, of couree, regretted it thereafter. lti!J 

Chairmatt Murgan or the trureigl1 Affairs Committee told the 
HoU!~e that ths reeolutiott would ttot adversely afThct Congrese' cun­
stltutional role: "ThiA ie def111lt.ely not en edvattc:!e dedaratiott or 
war. The t:!ommittee hae bet:sn AA!!ured by the SetJretary of State 
that the c:!onetitutional prerogative of the OottgreAe it1 the re!l!pec:!t 
wlll continue tu be !!lc:!tUpuloufijly obl'!etved!' Theee aeeurattc:!el'! were 
ec:!hoed by ltepreeentative Fl. Ro!=!e AdBit of lttdiana, the eet:!ond­
tankittg Repu61ica11 ott the rottlmittee, who eald: 

Secottdly, the quesUtHl hM heen raieed ae tiJ whether hy 
votittg fbt thle reeolutitJn we AAY In effect, that we ate approv­
lnt:t all IJf the U.~. pollrlf>!'l In southeaet AllliA In the peRt Atld 
1ue MIVittg approvnl, In Advant!e, for such actions as the Preel­
dt:>ttt tttAY !'let> nt to tAke In the future. HetP Again the anRWet 
le Itt the negAtive. tly voting for thle reeolut.lon It IR my under 
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standing that we are meeting a specific situation. The Ameri­
can flag has been fired on. We are saying we will not and . 
cannot tolerate such things. We will stand in defense of our 
flag and our freedoms solidly behind the President. This we 
are saying by this resolution. . 

Representative John B. Anderson. (R/11~.) who became ~ n~t10nal 
figure during his campaign for President m 1980, took a similar po­
sition when he noted statements to the effect that the resolution 
did not give the President "carte blanche authority to launch ~ 
all-out war or even limited war in any part of the southeast As1a 
theater of operations. We are merely expressing our determination 
to stand firm and resolute as a nation in the face of enemy attack, 
and to repel any aggressions." But Anderson called c;m the adminis­
tration to make clear that any attack on North VIetnam or else­
where in Southeast Asia would be based on the principle of "joint 
action" with U.S. allies. 

Representative Bruce Alger (R/Tex.) was the only Member of the 
House to express doubts about the resolution during the debate, 
but even he voted for it "for reasons of unity." " ... I have grave 
reservations " he said, "involving congressional abdication of re­
sponsibility in declaring war .... This resolution does not assure 
us that the President will come back to Congress, as the gentleman 
from Indiana [Mr. Adair] assured us, before involving this Nation 
further. I agree to the resolution, therefore, only assuming that 
Congress will not be bypassed later." 

Senate Hearings on the Resolution 
The joint hearing of the Senate Foreign Relations and Armed 

Services Committees were also held on the morning of August 6, 
with McNamara and Rusk as the witnesses. Before the hearing 
began, according to Pat Holt, McNamara, who ~ad ~rri':ed .early, 
talked informally in the back room of the committees su~te m ~he 
Capitol with several Senators who were alr~ady on ha~d, mcludmg 
Fulbright and Russell. He told them that If the question came up 
as to why the administration was so sure of what ~ad happened to 
U.S. ships in the Gulf of Tonkin, and Morse was m the room, he 
(McNamara) would not answer.94 McNamara was apparently con­
cerned about protecting the fact that radio intercepts had been 
used, even though this information appears t_o have been impa~d, . 
at least to some extent, in the informal meetmg on August 3 which 
Morse attended. (Morse, as it turned out, hinted during Senate 
debate on the resolution that there was secret intelligence data, 
but he refused to be drawn into a discussion on that point.)95 

At the joint executive session of the two Senate committees Rusk 
and McNamara again testified that the Maddox was on a "routine 
patrol in international waters." Rusk also made this important 
statement with respect to future consultation:96 

. . . this resolution, and this consultation which the execu­
tive and legislative branches are now having in the course of 

.. CRS Interview with Pat Holt, Dec. 13, 1978. 

••See P· 287· f h' h h . h t ~ II h ••See Southeast Asia Resolution (cited above), rom w 1c t e quotations t a •O ow ave 
been taken. 
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today, will in no sense be the last contact between the e1tecu­
tive and the legislative branches on these problems in south­
eaRt Asia. There will continue to be regular consultationA not 
only with committees but between the PreAident and the con­
gressionlll leaders, and on a bipartisan basis. That has been the 
practice of Presidents in this postwar period. Therefore, as the 
Routheast Asia situation develops, and if it. develops, in ways 
which we cannot now anticipate, of course there will be close 
and continuous consultation between the President and the 
leaders of the Congress. 

All of the senior Democrats and Republicans on the two commit­
teeR supported the resolution. Senator Russell Long, then a 
member of the Foreign Relations Committee, commented, "As 
much as I would like to be consulted with on this kind of thing the 
less time you spend on consulting and the quicker you shoot hack 
the better off you are." 

Senator Strom Thurmond (R/S.C.), a member of the Armed Serv­
ices Committee, was in favor of the resolution and of the retaliato­
ry action, but felt that ". . . we ought to make up our minds that 
we are going to have a victory in the war in Vietnam or ~et out." 
He was concerned about having another "stalemate''-- another 
Korea." 

SE>nator Clifford P. Case, a liberal Republican from New Jersey, 
who had just joined the Foreign Relations Committee, approved the 
President's actions saying, "t think it would be unfortunate if we 
did not support immediate action in response to aggression and on 
the spot because this is where the decisions are made and anything 
we do afterward will be affected favorably or adversely by our fail­
ure to take action on whatever action we take." (Case's support of 
t.he President and of the war made his later opposition to the war, 
which he announced in mid-1967, all the more galling to the ad­
ministration.) 

The only member of either Senate committee who attempted to 
raise Rny sF.C>rious objections to the administration's case In the 
August 6 hearing waA Senator Morse. He said he was " ... unal­
terably opposed to this course of action which, in my judgment, is 
an a~grPssive course of action on the part of the United States [de­
let.edj. 91 I think what happened is that Khanh got UR to backstop 
him In open aggrE'Asion against the territorial integrity of North 
Vietnam. I have listened to briefing after briefing and there isn't a 
Aeintilla of evidence in any briefing yPt that Nort.h Vietnam en­
gaged in any military aggression against South Vietnam either 
with its ground t.roops or its navy." 

Rusk and McNamara took issue with Morse's statement, and 
argued at some length that thPre waR no basis for his allegations. 

In questions that were deleted from the printed hearing by the 
executive branch, Morse asked, aA he had asked in his speech in 
the Senate on August 51 about the relationship betwE>en the DE 
SOTO patrols and the 94-A operations. McNamara'A response was 
also deleted in part."A Some of the deleted portions were subRe-

"'Thl8 deletion In the t.ral\llcrlpt of the hel\tlnR Willi mad" by the ex"cutlv" branch. 
••Mni'8P dl'noutlred th!! deletlot18. See the Wruh111,1tton Pmtt, Nov. 24, 19811. 
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quently provided, however, by Goulden. 99 This was that section of 
McNamara's response, with the deleted material in brackets: 

Secretary McNamara. First [our Navy played absolutely no • 
part in, was not associated with, was not aware of any South 
Vietnamese actions, if there were any. I want to make that 
very clear to you.] The Maddox was operating in international 
waters, was carrying out a routine patrol of the type we carry 
out all over the world at all times. [It was not informed of, was 
not aware of, had no evidence of, and so far as I know today 
had no knowledge of, any South Vietnamese actions in connec­
tion with the two islands, as Senator Morse referred to.] 

I think it is extremely important that you understand this. If 
there is any misunderstanding on that we should discuss the 
point at some length. 

Senator Morse. I think we should. 
Secretary McNamara. I say this flatly. This is the fact. 

About a month later (September 10), the Foreign Relations Com­
mittee met in executive session with Maxwell Taylor, U.S. Ambas­
sador to South Vietnam. Morse returned to the Gulf of Tonkin inci­
dents, and asked Taylor about his knowledge of 34-A operations, es­
pecially the attacks on North Vietnamese islands at the end of 
July. As frequently happens in situations of this kind, the Member 
of Congress asking the question did not know enough about the 
subject to word the question precisely, and the executive branch 
witness, wanting to avoid discussing the subject, answered in such 
a way as to take advantage of the questioner's lack of knowledge. 
Thus, Morse, apparently accepting the administration's cover story 
that the 34-A operations were conducted by the Vietnamese, asked 
T~yl_or whether he ~ad been consulted by General Khanh, Prime 
M1mster of South V1etnam, prior to the July 30 raids on the is­
lands, and Taylor's rer,ly was that these operations were going on 
constantly, and that ' Any specific action of that sort I would not 
be counselled about." He did not answer the question directly. To 
do so would have required that he admit that Khanh did not con­
sult him, and this might have given Morse an opening to explore 
further the question of consultation, and how such decisions were 
made. The fact was that 34-A operations were planned and con­
trolled by the U.S., even though South Vietnamese military person­
nel were involved, and there would have been no reason for Gener­
al Khanh to consult Taylor. 

Morse tried again. He said that in conjunction with the Gulf of 
Tonkin testimony it had been mentioned that South Vietnamese 
boats attacked the islands. He had asked McNamara whether U.S. 
officials knew of these attacks, and McNamara had replied that 
U.S. officials in Saigon may have known, but the commander of the 
Maddox did not. The possibility that U.S. officials in Saigon knew 
about the raids, Morse added, raised the question as to whether the 
raids might involve the U.S., in terms of creating the impression in 
the minds of the North Vietnamese that the U.S. was involved. 
Again Taylor replied that he knew of these naval activities, but 
that what happened day to day were not his business. 

••See The Gulf of 1bnkin, The 1964 Incidents, p. 29, and Truth is the Firt1t Casualty, p. 59. 
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Morse then asked how long the 34-A naval raids had been going 
on. Taylor, who knew that they had been started the previous Feb­
ruary, again evaded by saying that he imagined they had been 
going on for some months, but he "really couldn't tell." Morse 
asked whether the raids have resulted in escalating the war into 
North Vietnam. Taylor, who was fully informed of the provocation 
involved, said he did not think so; that the raids were merely coun­
teraction against North Vietnamese infiltration. Taylor said he did 
not know where the ships were that were engaged in countering 
this infiltration, and that although he thought it as a very sound 
program, he was not in charge of it. 

The August 6 joint hearing of the two committees on the Gulf of 
Tonkin Resolution lasted 1 hour and 40 minutes. Fulbright asked 
no questions, nor did Russell or Mansfield. "Imagine," Fulbright 
was reported to have said later, "we spent all of an hour and 40 
minutes on that resolution. A disaster; a tragic mistake. We should 
have held hearings. [sic] The resolution would have passed anyway, 
but not in its present form. At the time, I was not in a suspicious 
frame of mind. I was afraid of Goldwater." 100 

Besides being "afraid of Goldwater," Fulbright was still very 
close to Johnson. Several days earlier he and Mrs. Fulbright had 
given a dinner party at their home for President and Mrs. Johnson, 
which was also attended by Secretary of the Treasury Douglas 
Dillon and Mrs. Dillon, Senator Russell, and Mr. and Mrs. James 
Reston (noted columnist of the New York 'llmes). A few weeks later 
(September 3), the Fulbrights and Russell were guests of the John­
sons at a private dinner at the White House. 101 

After concluding the August 6 hearing, the Foreign Relations 
and Armed Services Committees voted 81-1, with Morse in the mi­
nority, to report the, Gulf of Tonkin resolution favorably to the 
Senate. In its report, the joint committee, calling the attacks "un­
provoked," stated:to2 

The basic purpose of this resolution is to make it clear that 
the Congress approves the actions taken by the President to 
meet the attack on U.S. forces in southeast Asia by the Com­
munist regime in North Vietnam. Full support by the Congress 
also is declared for the resolute policy enunciated by the Presi­
dent in order to prevent further aggression, or to retaliate with 
suitable measures should such aggression take place. 

Without even mentioning the possible constitutional questions 
posed by the resolution, or its impact on the role of Congress in de­
cisions involving the use of the armed forces, the joint committee 
concluded: 

On the basis of testimony submitted by the Secretaries of 
State and Defense and the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of 
Staff, the committee was satisfied that the decision of the 
President to retaliate against the North Vietnamese gunboat 
attacks was both soundly conceived and skillfully executed. In 

10•John Galloway, "The Tonkin Affair," CommonWf!fJl. Mar. 8, 1968, p. 684. 
1 o 1 Univenlty of Oeorr!a, R111111ll Papen, lntra-omce Communication Series, Memoranda File, 

Seot. 8, 1964. 
1018. Rept. 88-1829. 
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the circumstances, the United States could not have done less 
and should not have done more. 

Several years later, in a memorandum to Chairman Fulbright to 
help him prepare for a CBS television interview, Carl Marcy, 
of staff of the Foreign Relations Committee, discussed the qw~st;:lon 
of the committee's quick approval of the resolution: 103 . 

You will probably be asked why the joint Committees on·· 
Armed Services and Foreign Relations approved the Tonkin 
Resolution so quickly. · 

A possible answer is to recall that the Administration did. 
not tell all at that time. For example, it was only after the 
Committee investigated the incident in late 1967 and at the 
hearing with McNamara on February 20, 1968, that members·· 
learned that Commander Herrick, about four hours after the 
August 4 attack allegedly occurred, sent a message to Wash­
in~on reading as follows: 

'Review of action makes many recorded contacts and torpe­
does fired appear doubtful. Freak weather effects and over­
eager sonarman may have accounted for many reports. No 
actual visual sightings by Maddox. Suggest complete evalua­
tion before any further action." That message was sent on 
August 4 at 1:30 p.m. Eastern Daylight Time. That was ten 
hours before President Johnson went on the air (11:38 p.m.) to 
announce our military response. 

The Committee was not informed in 1964 that the Maddox 
was on an intelligence mission. Secretary McNamara had de­
scribed the attack as being on the "high seas" while the 
Maddox was on a "routine patrol." 

The Committee didn't know that after the first attack, the 
commander of the Carrier Task Force in the Pacific had told 
the Maddox and the Turner Joy that North Vietnam had 
"thrown down the gauntlet and now considers itself at war 
with the United States ... and ... they will be treated as bel­
ligerents from the first detection. . . ." 

In short, this was a case in which if the facts as they were 
then known to the Administration had been given to the Com­
mittee, there might have been more deliberation than was the 
case when the Administration snowed the Congress and the 
American people. 

Pat Holt has suggested that the political situation was also deter­
minative: 104 

This was early August. Goldwater had been nominated as 
the Republican candidate for President in July. Goldwater was 
taking a very hard line about Vietnam, in comparison to which 
Johnson looked like a model of restraint and moderation. The 
Democrats on the two committees felt much constrained to 
support a moderate Democratic President, or what looked like 
a moderate Democratic President, against the onslaughts of 
this bomb-them-out, shoot-them-up Republican. The Republi­
cans on the committees could scarcely refuse to support even 

•o•Memorandum, Jan. 27, 1971, University of Arkansas, Fulbright Papers, series 48, box 46. 
(emphasis in original) 

104CRS Interview with Pat Holt, Dec. 13, 1978. 
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this much, and there it waa. And the politics of it also were 
such that the Democrats almost had to support the thin~, not 
only for the reason that I mentioned, but because if they 
didn't, then they would be in the position of opening them· 
selves to the charge of knuckling under to this little two-bit 
communist power in Southeast Aaia and that sort of thing. 

Holt's explanation may shed some light on the puzzling question 
f why Wayne Morae did not make more of an isaue of the informa· 

~ion he had received, and why he refrained from asking for further 
bearings. AccordinJ. to Fulbright, ''. . . I didn't at the time have 
any suspicion that 1t hadn't happened like we were t~ld it had hap-
ened, and Moree didn't undertake a very determined, effort to 

~eveal it or to aay that he had information. . . . he didn t aak the 
committee to hear hia informant or do anything like that, that I 
know of. . . . If he had any information he wae relying onhwhy he 
didn't prolong it [the debate] and demand that we, have earinJI 
and require these people to come forward and examtne the reasons 
for the thing. W!ty didn't he? Becauae he certainly waen't a very 
timid man. . . . My guess ia that he had a kind of feeling about it 
but he wasn't certain about it." 106 

Asked for his explanation, Joseph Goulden, who interviewed 
Morse while writing his book, replied that Morse could have done 
more but that for some reason he did not. Goulden wall asked why. 
"Weli. you also ha~e a. juxtaposition of events ... where the 
Democratic Convention 1s openinK in the next week, and maybe 
Lyndon made a phone call to him. 1011 

Whether or not it is coincidence1 or their conversation involved 
some other subject, the President s appointment calendar showa 
that there was, indeed, a phone call to Morae from the ~resident 
on August H, and it is quite poaaible that !n that conversatton Joh':l· 
Bon asked for Morse's help in protectmg him, the Democrattc 
Party, and the country, from the. possibility of Goldwater'• olection 
by not pushing the Gulf of Tonktn matter too hard. (Although this 
phone call was made before the aecond attack wa11 said to have 
taken place on August 4, the secret meeting on August 3 between 
Rusk and McNamara and members of the Foreign Relations and 
Armed Services Committee•, in which the possibility of another 
attack waa apparently conaidered, was about to occur1 and Johnaon 
may have wanted to make his case with Morse beforenand.) 

A similar instance of this kind of politician-to-politician collabo· 
ration between Morae and the President may well have occurred a 
few weeks earlier in conjunction with Senate confirmation of John· 
Bon's a_ppointment of Maxwell Taylor aa U.S. Ambaaaador to Viet· 
nam. Morae opposed the appointment, but he was not on the 
Senate floor on July 1 when the nomination waa conaidered and 
approved by_ voice vote with no debate or opposition. Later that 
afternoon, Morae made a statement in the Senate givinar hi1 rea· 
•ons for oppoaini the appointment, and explainini' that when the 
nomination had been brou1ht u_p for approval he waa "downatair1 
in the Committee on Forel.ml Relation• preaentini an ari'Ument 
againat a shockini wute of taxpayer funds in a foreiJn aid pro-

•o•cRS Interview with J, William Fulbrwht, Feb. 18, 11188. 
•o•cRS Interview with J011ph Goulden, Ceo. 10, 111711, 
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gram that is in need of drastic revision. I was not aware that 
Taylor nomination was to be brought up at that time." 107 

the way the Senate operates, including the standard practice of 
tifying a Senator when a matter in which he or she has PYJ~rP.RAA-1; 
strong interest is about to be called up for action on the 
Morse's explanation suggests that he had decided not to debate 
delay the nomination, and thus made his appearance after it 
approved. 

The Senate Debates the Resolution 
On August 6-7, 1964, the Senate acted on the Gulf of Tonkin 

olution. 108 Majority Leader Mansfield began by praising tiVllllltiUn: 

"The President . . . has acted with a cool head and a steady 
in a most critical situation. He has acted as the leader of a 
free nation, fully aware of a great nation's responsibilities to 
to freedom, and to the peace of the world." 

Chairman Fulbright then discussed the resolution. He said 
North Vietnam had acted "without provocation," and that 
second attack "was without any doubt a calculated act of 1111.uw:LCY! 

aggression." He, too, praised Johnson's "limited and 1u<:::wnu 

action, saying that "The single, most notable fact about the '"' ..... r:•­

can action was its great restraint as an act of retaliation taken 
a great power in response to the provocation of a small power 
Had the attacks not been part of a pattern of North 
aggression, he added, "it might have been appropriate to respond 
by a lesser act of force than that employed, or even by me.asu.rea 
short of force." But the North Vietnamese regime "has made an 
international career of aggression almost since its inception in 
1954." Therefore, " ... it was incumbent upon the United States 
act, as it did, in a manner proportionate to the provocation. Viewed· 
in the context of the immediate provocation, the retaliatory . 
ures taken by the United States were necessary and justified. 
Viewed in the context of a decade of reckless and irresponsible be­
havior on the part of the North Vietnamese regime, the action· 
taken by the United States was the minimum consistent with its. 
own vital interests and with its obligations to its allies and part-· 
ners in Southeast Asia." It should be made clear to the Commu· 
nists, Fulbright said, ". . . that their aggressive and expansionist 
ambitions, wherever advanced will meet precisely that degree · 
American opposition which is necessary to frustrate them. The res­
olution now before the Senate is designed to shatter whatever illu· 
sions our adversaries may harbor about the determination of the 
United States to act promptly and vigorously against aggression." 

Fulbright inserted in the Congressional Record editorials from 
the August 6 issues of several leading newspapers. One of them 
was from the Washington Post, which said, "President Johnson has 
earned the gratitude of the free world as well as of the Nation for 
his careful and effective handling of the Vietnam crisis." The Post 
went on to suggest that as a result of the attacks, the U.S. was now 
in a position to become more involved in the war: 

•• 7 CR, vol. 110, p. 15765. 
108The debate is in ibid., pp. 18399-18471. 
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Wh~at~v~r rtt11tr~tnt hrad prtt.vhnu!IY h~ttn '!X~ratM~d throuM'h 
lAok of !;)rt:~fl~dJtnt t1r l)rovoCJKtion hAM b•~n r@nlOYiid by th.­
"'YMntl!l In ihM Tmlkln Oulf. Nu ont4 mm t~ll l:lt th\11 point t.htt 
prtt.aiMM ftn•m whloh t.h@ Vt•tn. Am w~tr will tttkt~, but. It IM bound 
to b"' A nttW furm, 1:\nd tht4 n"Wnf:IMiil wtmld lil@l'm int:~Yit~tbly t11 bf;t 
«m thti! 111ld1 of mtm~ dlr@at Amtsrlmm P"rtilllp~&Uon l:lnd mort:~ 
dlr@CJt "l(!tiun g~&tn!lt thP. North. 

'rht:~ Nlfw YHrlli Tlmi!M f:lhlo prAhll'd th.- Pr"'Mtd@nt, hut wl4rnl!!d thAt 
t.hl:! !dhlMthm WAN nuw mm'@ Yf\tl@fiJltn ~tnd d8njiftmm!l. Tht:~ u.a. ht&d 
b~uum• " dlrt~~l't CltJmbMt14nt in iht~ wAr, And "Tn~ litWftrd, flntl~ d,~~twn 
lfl An ... ,., will t~nd ttJ btl YnMhf:!Miht:~d mor~:~ t~~14liltly tn th• 1\ttur~. 
(\umrn~ntln• tJn ihtt r.-MtJiuUo~1 th@ Ttmtllf Approv~d of ltlil t)()fo!n' 

ttnd~d wurdln•, •utyln• thAt th .. vr•Midtmt "ho• rl•hUy AMk.-d'' Cllln• 
.,-t:~MM to AP.pruv• IAnlifUAiifM prrwldln(C thAt 11AI1 nliltlt:tlill!l:lry m@AiiiYr"M" 
111hAII b@ tt&Ktm. 

Oth111r !J•nt~ior• from btJih pllrtl"" Joln•d MAnMnt:tld J:lnd Fulbrl1bt 
In CJomm•nd. lntt_ th.- Pr•~thhmt And In t!ndtlr!linM th@ r~umlutltJn. Ml· 
nt)rlty Let. .. AdC~~r lllrkMttn. ~r~tl,_t~d th11 PrlilMidet.nt fur aonliluiUnr M@m• 
b~trlil !lf CltJnlr•MM. 11Th• Pr@ldth,,nt," ht.t II!Aid, 11"tmld hAYtt tAiil.\n thllil 
""Uun [r•iAlhttory li!trlkttM1 tn hh1 QWft rl1ht 14M thP OtJmmAndtr In 
Chl~f ... , WhAt IIi! lnvolv~d 111 A dttmon!itrotlnn th1t th@ "'"~cutlv• 
And ltt,hthttlvt:~ hrAMh•M of tht~ OtJvtotrnm.-nt li!t~tnd tn•@th•u• in 14ft 
hnur n n•@d And t.hr~:~At, , .. " 

~I:!Mt.Qr' .fAvlh~. ft llhttrMl RttpubllnAn t'rftm Nt:~w Vtlrk Cwhfl, tt wm 
bet r~:~ullllttd, WAll lin Aattv .. pftrttotpAnt In dh~t!UM8lOnM nf lnnoahlnA 
pulley In thtt ttArly UHUl11 whH~ 8~trvinl tJn thtt Hnu!IIA ForAiln Af· 
fAir• Onmmltt~:~,.l, Ml:lid, "l l.ilhAll Mupport thA r.-Jmlutton1 b@OAUiilM J 
think wtt mu11t dttf•md f'r@@dom in ti\At nrl'A, or "'h" ""~ tht! bttlAnot~ 
flf a lttr6l• .,.,m~nt uf tht~ populnt.tun tlf iht! world tlpJ*d l\1Aln11t 
f'r•e:tdom. Th• d .. J(r'lillil ur nur rPIIl!ltAn~t:~ undC:tr thtt 14aihm that mAy bt~ 
tatum '". MtlUtht~AMt Allll~~ undt!r th@ f@fl()lUiton, wm dl\tt~rmlnl not 
tml_y 1\&tur• •v•ntlil in vi@tnftm, but Ahm th,. f'J'Pf!ldnm of MAIA)'A1 
lnrUa. P14kl•tMn, ~tnd lndnn@llliA. And Pllr'hApM @Yt!n AulllirAllA ana 
Ne:tw Zlil'tll4nd.'' JAvit• Add.-d, "wes whn •uppurt thp jotnt r@lllolutlon 
tin llltJ with f\&ll knuwh•dlt! of ttl lil@rfOU!Ift@lllil Mf\d With ihtl UHdl'r" 
•t.~tntflnl thAt wtt Art vnttnr A rt~•oluilon whloh mnnlil llf• or thtt 
lnM• or It fur whu know• how mAny hundrC:tdlll gr thOYMAnd!.'? Who 
know111 whAt. dt~MtruatltJn And dt:t•pttlr thl• At~tion mAy brtn~r In thet. 
nftmf:l of l'rNdom?" 

A111kt~d late:tr whe~iht:~r htt thouJ(hi Ctntf(rPMiil hAd bttlin mhtl~d un thl\ 
fAtltM nf the:t (lull' nf Ttmkln At.ttttlklll, JAYiilil Mllltl! IIIII 

'l1he:trlil 111 a dnot.rln• In tht:~ taw whttlh lilltYiil thAi un MnmP 11001:\• 
1dunM thttrl:! IM A duty to te:tll, And J httJieiYII thAi thiM Wtlli! !IUC'-h IIH 
ut•c~tMinn. tlonifr'lillli, In my JudJ(me:tnt, WAN nut miMIIId by Any= 
t.hlnM thl:li WAN ActuAlly MAhJ or rt.tpreiMe:tnt.t~d. Rut. I hC:tlif:IYI' tht~rl! 
Wl:llil "' dut.y un thtt pArt of thtt ftdmtnllilirl:lilun, whluh 1411lnl' h1ut 
thh1 lnfnrmAtlon......,Af't.•r All, W" dHn't mAn nAVAl lilhipM At lil@ft, 
1'has Admlnt•trAtlnn mAd• C!t:~rtAin r•prt:~M~tnt~tUnn• "" to whAt 
hAd nC!(!Urrl\d. ThM rtprt~~t•nt~ttltJnli we:tr~:~ aiM~t.rly An ~trmt~d 
Att.AC!k nn U'\,_ AmflriOAft ftAYAI YIIIA.-111!, without AHY qu.-liltfCJn Of 
ld•ntlftaAthm Alii to tht~ 1auro•• nf thAt lltiA(lk, 'rhAt WMM olll4rly 
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delineated. Under those circumstances, I believe there was a 
duty on the part of the administration to state the facts, 
which, when they later came out, cast very considerable doubt 
on whether this was clearly attributable to the North Viet­
namese. 

Senator Hugh Scott (R/Pa.), an influential Republican, said that 
one of the reasons he supported the resolution was that it did not 
limit the President's right to repel attacks or prevent further ag­
gression in Southeast Asia. 

Armed Services Committee Chairman Russell said that while he 
had had "grave doubts" about U.S. involvement in Indochina in 
1954, that was not the issue before the Senate. He referred to pre­
vious resolutions (Formosa, Middle East, Cuba), which he said had 
helped to prevent more serious military action, and said he hoped 
this would be the case in this instance. " ... there is much more 
danger in ignoring aggressive acts," he concluded, "than there is in 
pursuing a course of calculated retaliation that shows we are pre­
pared to defend our rights." 

Senator Leverett Saltonstall of Massachusetts, the ranking Re­
publican on the Armed Services Committee, and Senator Bourke 
Hickenlooper of Iowa, the ranking Republican on the Foreign Rela­
tions Committee (who had suggested during a hearing in June 1964 
that a resolution would be advisable), also expressed their strong , 
support for the resolution. 

Senator John Stennis, of Mississippi, second-ranking Democrat 
on the Armed Services Committee, who had been very active in 
1954 in trying to prevent U.S. involvement in Indochina, said, 
"None of us are happy about the situation in Vietnam and about 
our position there. But that bridge has long since been crossed. We 
are already there. We dare not run away, certainly not while we 
are under attack." 

Senator John Sherman Cooper a highly respected moderate Re­
publican from Kentucky, said he would vote for it "because it ex­
presses the unity of one purpose to defend our country." 

Senator Humphrey, liberal Democrat from Minnesota, Senate 
Democratic whip and a member of the Foreign Relations Commit­
tee, who was about to be named by Johnson as his running mate in 
the 1964 election, said that the resolution was patterned after pre­
vious resolutions, and that, in his opinion, ". . . the President has 
the authority under the Constitution to order the Armed Forces of 
the United States to protect the vital interests of this country 
whenever those interests are threatened." 

Senator Church of Idaho, a Democratic member of the Foreign 
Relations Committee, (who, it will be recalled, had offered the 
amendment in September 1963 to condition aid to Vietnam on re­
forms), said that the situation called for action rather than debate: 
"There is a time to question the route of the flag, and there is a 
time to rally around it, lest it be routed. This is the time for the 
latter course, and in our pursuit of it, a time for all of us to unify." 
Humphrey agreed. The function of the Senate was to debate policy, 
he said, "But there comes a time when the aggressor may feel that 
because of our discussions, we are disunited, and he then could 
launch an attack." 

IIIU 

f!hurch !'!!tid t.h~tt whtl~ h~ !'!till httd clnubt~ ttbnut U.B. ~miley In 
14outh~ttl'lt. Al'll!t ~tnd In Vl~tn~tm, Ut~ tH~. Unv~rt1ttt~t1t, lMCluillttli( 
{ 

1rtt1ji(t~I=Uij, Wit~ I'P-I'!t:!Ut1!!1hl~ fur t,h~ ~nttl=ll'!llU~t1CM nf thnt policy: 
.. whn cnn !!!tV t.h~tt th~f:IP- ~vtmhl tttl'! t1nt thl'! Mtttrnl cnt1-

f:l~tlU~tH!I'l nf th~ h~tMtdf:l we h~tvf:l IU=~!!umed by t.hl'l pnllcy we 
h!tVP ~tdnptt:sd lt1 t.hl1=1 t:JI:ttt nf t.hl'l wnrld? 

We httd ~:s,vpty tf:l!tl=lot1 tt:J ~xpet!t that l;!t:Jme ~uch lt1cidP-t1t. 
tttllil;ht. tt~cur. ft lf:l It ri~k we l:t~I'!UHH!d, ttt:lce!IJ!!I:ttlly, whet1 we 
chUI=IP ltl lt1lPtYetlel fnllnwlttlil; the defeltt nr the F'tet1ch, Itt thl:tt 
lil;teltt. t:JPt1ltt!=!Uht wttl~h WltA unce F'renrh tndt~chlttl:t-whet1 we 
lt!!FIUmett 1:tt1 Ametl~at1 te!llt:Jt1t1!!iblllty for th~ future of thi!ll 
retMt.f:l relil;ltm nf t.he wntld. 

t h!tVP et1tert.ltlt1ed 1tt1d ctlhtlttltf.i to et1tert1tln, FierlouA tnl!!giv­
lnji(Fi abtlut t.h~ t'tlfl'et!tttell!! uf Amerlt!l:tt1 pnlicy lt1 enuthen111t 
AF!ilt. tt !!Pem!! ttJ me thttt t.hl!'l pnlicy 11'1 more th~ prnduct nf uur 
t1Wt1 lttttllt.!tl!ltt t.tl IH1 ldeolnlil;it'lt VieW nf Wotld !trtftil'l=l-·f:ltt nmic­
lltttt whi~h Afrect.A uf:l l:t!ll wP-11 l:tf:! thP dommuttlAt.F!---rather th11n 
~ t:Jtllit!Y ht:tsl'!d upon "' tlP.tltr.hed t:tnd praMtnl'ltlc vtew or t1ttr raal 
ttf!lltlMl lt1t,pt~~tf:L 

HowPV{tt', my dt~!!ettt, tn th~ ES1thmt that t ht1ld it., and to thl'l 
t1P~r~" tht:tt. t havp b~Ptt nble to define lt, I!! t1ot apprnprlate fut 
t hi~:~ tWt;fl!=!lnt1. fhll'l IFi ttut 1:t Hma to tlacry the policy. A country 
tii\IF!f IIVP With ~.he ~mllcy It !trluptf:l, WhPther It b~ Wil'i~ Ut rot11-
l!=!h 

WP hA\'1> t:tdopt,~d th~ policv. It Wltf:! lttiUnt,ed utttl~r the F.lif:lt=>tt­
lwwl>t I:U1tnlttlAttltt.iOh 1 WhPh .thP- ntlgit11:1l thWI~Itltl WI'!~ m~trlP fl1t 
tltP ltttlt.t=>d Mt.nt.PR t.n lf1bitVPI1P E~ct.lv~)y 111 B1:1uth Vletttattt. It 
ltAF=I h!3PI1 ltlhPtlt~>tl Attd ut,11P-Itl by th1:1 KPhttet1y atltnlttlAttatintl, 
Attt1 hv Hw .t11ht1Rtll1 ~tdtttlt11Rt.tAHon, Itt t.hP yMtFI which haVP 
l"ttllt~w~tl · 

l !Uhfittl'ii=ll:l ~hAt·pf:l 11.!'1 tl"!=lt:JOtlBihllitJ fot thAt pollt'_y. rf We hRYe 
nnt. ~"ot'tttiiiAIPtl II, Wl'i hAVP futHhir it., frntn YPAt ht yeet, with 
•utt- vuiPI:I. Whu iR thPt"l;i t.o RA.V thAt WP hAV~ tHJt flr•qttiPFICI'irl In 
II tltJWII I hrollfilh HtP Vt:!tlt!!? ... 

~~~. WP nt•t!=lt I'H't'PtJt. thP l:'llt1!=1PrJUPnt~eF! of nur 11wn IU!IIons. WP 
ttllt~:~t MW r~u'"' I hP f"At'l t.hl-ll the rllrnrult I !'it=! In which we nnrl 
nllt'I'IPl\IPI:I 1-lt'P rlllt t•Pf:liJIItlj::!lhlit.y, 111 hl=lvlttg cho~:~en In put~ltP A 
t·nttti'IP 11t l'ldllltl Whh•h PIIIJtJ!=Ied ItA l.o Alll'h hAMttlFi. 

It 11:1 Itt !hi~:~ ~=~~tlt·lt thAt t AtJtttnAI'h the> pPntl1t1~ Joint reRoltt­
lhm lltH~Pt· tltP rll·t•tlltiRII:tl1t'!3""• Wl'i ttiiiFil. unltp hF!hlnd t.I1P Ptel=li­
r1PI1l 

fiPII~It1t ~\At11PI1 1 fJpftlnl't~tl of Al~tRka, who h~trl tJtPViouFily ur~Prl 
I hAt I'IPt·lniiR I'IHP111 It ttl hP lil;IYPtl t.o 11Pji{!lt.iAUnnl=!, RAid thAt neli{otiA-
1 '"""' tPqUirPrl A pnRit.lun nf !=lh'Pt1Ji{t.h1 Rt111 t.hAt while hP tF!gretted 
II F1 lttvl1htPttt;>ttt 111 Vh•ti1Am, "Out· html1t, uur lttbigt·lt.y, our vltl'll 
lt1h•t-PFllt:~ J:ltP AF!~UtPdly nnw At I~RilP. WP e!ttl dn hut tltiP thing as t 
"*P"' It 11111t.f'l hPhi11d the Pt~>Aidl'int." 

F-lPIII'\ttlt' AlkPtt nf Vfitttttmt., Fl nPjjllblit'Fit1 ttll'ftlhPt nr thP l<'otF!Ign 
HPIAI lt1t11=J ( lnttlmtt.t.ee, !=lAid thAt h~>, rtmUnUPtl tn h!3 oppot:~Pd t.n p1f. 
j . .!Andlhg l,hp Wf:lt, At1d Wf:l~ !=!till 11ApptPhPttSIYP11 Abllllt t.hl? rJIIh~!lttlP 
"r .tuhttAtttt'F! t1P.t!1Fihm ttl retallat,fi, l:111t thAt. Afler thP tiF!I"IFiltm hAd 
hPPtt m~:~dP ", .. t rt:!el tht:tt t, AI=! !:itt Ametii"!Att clt.li'.Ptt, c!ttt t1o nn 
1!3F!F! thiH1 ~llt:Jt:JUt't. t.he Pre!llidet1t. Itt hil'l ~ApMit.y AFI 1Pat1et nr OUt 
N~tt.lrm.'' 
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Senator Albert Gore of Tennessee, a Democratic member of the 
~orei~n Rela~ions Committee, who had opposed U.S. involvement 
In VIetnam In 1954, and had frequently questioned U.S. policy 
toward Vietnam since that time, said, "Now, however, when U.S. 
forces have been attacked repeatedly upon the high seas, . . . 
whatever doubts one may have entertained are water over the 
dam. Freedom of the seas must be preserved. Aggression against 
our forces must be repulsed." 

Senator Frank Carlson of Kansas, a Republican member of the 
Foreign Relations Committee, who had co-sponsored Church's 
~eform .ame~dment in 1963, said he had been concerned about the 
Increasing Involvement of the United States in Vietnam and 
wanted to prevent further escalation of the war. But the tidte for 
questioning U.S. policy in Vietnam, he said, had passed. "We have 
reached a place where we have not only to support the President 
because he has the responsibility, .but we have a duty and a privi: 
lege t?<fay [to vote on the resolutiOn], and we should exercise it." 

During debate on the resolution, Senator Morse continued to 
hammer away at what he called the provocative acts of the United 
~tate~. ~he attacks ?n U.S. ships was not justified, he said, but "As 
In cn~Inal law, crimes are committed, but they are sometimes 
committed under provocation." He added: 

~Y point is, if we are to talk about provocation, that the 
Umted ~ta~es w~. a p:r:ovocateur by having any ships any­
where w~thin stnking dist~nce or bombing distance; and the 
South VIetnamese boats did bomb those islands. We should 
have been completely out of the scene. 

If Senators want my opinion, a "snow-job" is being done on 
us by the Pentagon and the State Department in regard to 
that bombardment. Not only had we full knowledue of it but it 
was being done with our tacit approval. If we did not ~ant to 
escl!llate the war into North Vietnam, that was the time for the 
Umted States to stop escalating. 
... when the United States became aware of the fact that 

South Vietnamese planned to bomb the two islands the United 
States should have moved in and done everything it could to 
prevent an escalation of the war. " 

~n my judgment, that act constituted a major escalation of 
this war. 

After the second attack, Morse said, the U.S. should have taken 
the matter ~o t~e U.N.1 rather than striking back at North Viet­
nam. U.S. air raids against the north, he said, were "not necessary 
for self-defense," and "At that point the United States was guilty 
of an act of aggression." 

Morse also discussed at some length the constitutionality of the 
resol.ution, and how Congress could check the President" ... if the 
Presid~nt sho~ld co~~it an unconstitutional act under the joint 
r~solution, or If the JOint resolution in effect . . . is an attempt to 
give t.o t~e President an unconstitutional power .... " Under the 
Constitution, Morse argued, the President had the inherent power 
to respond to an attack on U.S. forces and then to come to Con­
gr~ss .~or a declarati?n of war. "vye should require those steps," he 
~a.Id, rather. than give the President blanket authority under the 
JOint resolution to proceed to wage war without a declaration of 
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war." After the resolution was passed, what action could Congress 
take to check the President lf he proceeded to make war? It would 
be difficult, although not impossible, he said, to bring the President 
before the Supreme Court, and impeachment would be "unthink­
able" in vlew of the fact that the President would be exercising hiR 
powers to protect the interests of the U.S. If neither of these checks 
was usable, Congress would be forced to rely on its power over ap­
propriations. Repeal of the resolution by concurrent resolution of 
Congress, Morse added, was not an adequate remedy. It would 
create a "havoc of disunity" in the country. 

Morse also criticit.ed the use of U.S. forces to defend countries 
like Vietnam: 

Have we reached the point in American foreign policy where 
we are going to permit the President to send American boys to 
their death in the defense of military dictatorships, monar­
chies, and fascist regimes around the world with which we 
have entered into treaty obligations involving mutual security, 
no matter what the provocation and no matter what wrongs 
they may have committed that cause an attack upon them? 
Are we going to do that without a check of Congress by way of 
a declaration of war? What are we thinking of? What time 
factor would justify such precipitate al!tion? 

The Gulf of Tonkin Resolution, Morse said, "would put the 
United States in the middle of the Vietnam l!ivil war," and he 
added: 

We could never win such a war. We might win military vic­
tory after military victory. If we did not stop the escalation, we 
would kill millions of people, bel!ause the escalation, step by 
step, would lead to all-out bombing of North Vietnam and Red 
Chinese cities. When we were through, we should have killed 
millions, and won military victory after military victory, but 
we should still have lost the war. 

The United States can never dominate and control Asia, 
with 800 million people in China alone. That kind of war 
would create a hatred for the United States and for the white 
man generally that would persist for centuries. Dominating 
Asia, after destroying her cities and killing her millions by 
bombings-that is the danger that we are walking into-would 
not make the white man supreme in Asia, but only hated. 

We know what the floods of human history do. Eventually 
the white man will be engulfed in that Asiatic flood and 
drowned .... 

I say most respectfully and sadly that in my judgment, in 
this resolution, we are planting seeds not of peace, but of war. 
Those who will follow us in tlie years to come will cry out in 
anguish and despair in criticism over the mistake that was 
made in 1964 when the joint reBolution was passed. 

During the two days in whil!h the reBolution was considered by 
the Senate there wu very little discussion of its substance. Demo­
cratic and Republican leaners in the Senate and on the Foreign Re­
lations and Armed Services Oummittees, acting at the request of 
the Prel!lident, Bl!l well Bl!l itt rel!lptJnle to what they, too, viewed u a 
situatiutt tequirittlr prompt ttctlob,, were d,termined to pus the res­
olutiott quickly attd wftbout chattp, All Fulbright later said, 



". there was a great sense of urgency and we were asked to pass 
it immediately .... I was told that it would be most unfortunate if 
there were any amendments allowed or any delay, because this 
would evidence a lack of confidence and unity within the Congress 
with our President. So we were requested not to accept amend­
ments."110 

One explanation of the lack of discussion and of the Senate's 
ready acceptance of the resolution was given later by Senator 
Charles Mathias of Maryland, a thoughtful, moderate Republi­
can:lll 

What we were familiar with was a pattern or practice that 
had existed since the end of World War II, whereby the United 
States, by merely passing a resolution of the Congress, could 
bring about certain dramatic events in the world .... So I 
think we were, to some extent, the victims of success, in deal­
ing with the Tonkin Gulf Resolution. It had worked so well in 
those previous situations that, speaking for myself, I think I 
was over-confident that it would work again, and that merely 
by enacting a resolution which seemed, at least, to show a high 
degree of national unity, that we could in some way dissipate 
the forces which we at that moment, saw as a threat. And as a 
result of that, I feel personally culpable that I didn't pursue 
questions. I didn't raise issues which, in a different climate and 
a different atmosphere, I certainly would have. 

. . . in the context of what had gone before, we were saying, 
"Well, we'll sign this blank check, but ·e don't have any ex­
pectation that it will ever have to be used. All r,ou'll have to do 
is wave it in front of your creditors and they ll all go away." 

In response to the few substantive questions that were raised 
during debate in the Senate, Fulbright took the position that the 
facts about the Tonkin Gulf incidents were as they had been pre­
sented by the administration, that the resolution was needed for 
national unity, and that the President, who had acted so wisely 
and prudently, could be trusted to continue doing so. Senator El­
lender asked whether U.S. naval forces "could have done anything 
which might have provoked these attacks." Fulbright replied, 
"Nothing that they were not entitled to .... whatever provocation 
there may have been arose, if it did arise, from the activity of the 
North Vietnamese ships." 

Senator Daniel B. Brewster (D/Md.) asked if the resolution con­
tained any language "which would authorize or recommend or ap­
prove the landing of large American armies in Vietnam or in 
China." Fulbright replied: 

There is nothing in the resolution, as I read it, that contem­
plates it. I agree with the Senator that that is the last thing 
we would want to do. However, the language of the resolution 
would not prevent it. It would authorize whatever the Com­
mander in Chief feels is necessary. It does not restrain the Ex­
ecutive from doing it. Whether or not that should ever be done 

••ou.S. Congress, Senate, Committee on Foreign Relations, U.S. Commitments to Foreign 
Powers, Hearings, 90th Cong., 1st sess. (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Govt. P~int. Off., 1967), p. 139. 

• ••CRS Interview with Charles Mathias, Jan. 25, 1979. In 1970, Mathias introduced a resolu­
tion to repeal four of the foreign P?licy are~ reso_lutions which had b:een p~ by Congress, 
beginning with the Formosa Resolution, and mcludmg the Gulf of Tonkm Resolutwn. 
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is a matter of wisdom under the circumstances that exist at 
the particular time it is contemplated. This kind of question 
should more properly be addressed to the chairman of the 
Armed Services Committee. Speaking for my own committee, 
everyone I have heard has said that the last thing we want to 
do is to become involved in a land war in Asia; that our power 
is sea and air, and that this is what we hope will deter the Chi­
nese Communists and the North Vietnamese from spreading 
the war. That is what is contemplated. The resolution does not 
prohibit that, or any other kind of activity. 

Senator Thruston B. Morton, an influential Republican moderate 
from Kentucky, who was involved in Vietnam policymaking in the 
1950s as Assistant Secretary of State for Congressional Relations 
under Dulles (and who became an opponent of the war in 1967), 
made a similar point. 

Mr. Morton. I believe the action taken by the President 
helps to avoid any miscalculation on the part of either the 
North Vietnamese or the Chinese Communists. I believe the 
joint resolution gives that policy further strength. In my opin­
ion, the three major wars in which we have been involved in 
this century have come about by miscalculation on the part of 
the aggressor. 

I believe Congress should speak loud and clear and make it 
plain to any would-be aggressor that we intend to stand here. 
If we make that clear, we will avoid war, and not have to land 
vast land armies on the shores of Asia. In that connection I 
share the apprehension of my friend the Senator from Mary­
land [Mr. Brewster]. 

Mr. Fulbright. The Senator has put it very clearly. I inter­
pret the joint resolution in the same way. This action is limit­
ed, but very sharp. It is the best action that I can think of to 
deter an escalation or enlargement of the war. If we did not 
take such action, it might spread further. If we went further, 
and ruthlessly bombed Hanoi and other places, we would be 
guilty of bad judgment, both on humanitarian grounds and on 
policy grounds, because then we would certainly inspire fur­
ther retaliation. 

This situation has been handled in the best way possible 
under the circumstances, so as to calm the situation, and not 
escalate it into a major war. 

Senator Gaylord Nelson (D/Wis.) was troubled, however, by the 
broad language of the resolution, and he asked Fulbright: 

Am I to understand that it is the sense of Congress that we 
are saying to the executive branch: "If it becomes necessary to 
prevent further aggression, we agree now, in advance, that you 
may land as many divisions as deemed necessary, and engage 
in a direct military assault on North Vietnam if it becomes the 
judgment of the Executive, the Commander in Chief that this 
is the only way to prevent further aggression"? ' 

Fulbright replied: 
If the situation should deteriorate to such an extent that the 

only way to save it from going completely under to the Com­
munists would be action such as the Senator suggests then 
that would be a grave decision on the part of our country as to 



lll).4 

whethPt we should confine our activitieFJ to very limited per• 
Ronnel on land and the edenAiVe use of tlAval and air power, 
or whether we should go further and use more manpower. 

t pereonally feel it would be very unwiee under any circum­
stances to put a large land army on the Asian Continent. 

It hee been a sort of article of faith ever since I have been itt 
the Senate, that we should never be bogged down. We particu. 
larly stated that after Korea. We are mobile, we are powerful 
on the land and on the sea. But when we try to confine our• 
selves and say that this resolution either prohibits or author. 
h~ee such action by the Commander in Chief in defense of thi~ 
country, I believe that ie carrying it a little further thatt I 
would care to go. 

I do not know what the limite are. I do not think this reeolU• 
tion can be determinative of that fact. I think it would indic!ltt! 
that he would take reasonable meanA first to prevent any fur• 
ther aggression, or repel further aggression against our own 
forces, and that he will live up to our obligations under the 
SEATO treaty and with regard to the protocol states. 

J do not know how to answer the Senator's question and giv~ 
him an abeolute assurance that large numbers of troops would 
not be put ashore. I would deplore it. And I hope the conditiottl!l 
do not justify It now. 

Mr. Nelson. We may very well not be able to nor attempt t(j 
control the discretion that is vested in the Commander itt 
Chief. But the joint reeolutlon is before the Senate, sent to us, t 
assume, at the request of the executive branch. 

Mr. Fulbright. The Senator ie correct. 
Mr. Nelson. It was sent to the Congress In order to ascertain 

the sense of the Cottgress on the question. J intend to support 
the joint resolution. I do not think, however, that Congrel!llt 
should leave the impression that it consents to a radical 
change in our mission or objective in South Vietnam. That 
mieeion there for 10 years, ael have understood it, has been t(j 
flid in the establishment of f1 viable, independent regime which 
Cfln manage its own affftire, so that ultimately we can with• 
draw from South Vietnam. . . . 

Mr. Fulbright .... it seeme to me that the joint resolution 
would be consietent with what we have been doing. We havil 
been aeeieting the countriee in eoutheaet Asia in pureuattce of 
the [~EATO] treaty. But in all franknees I cannot say to the 
Settator that I think the joint reeolution would in any way be fl 
deterrent, a prohibition, a limitation!.. or an expansion on the 
Fre!!idettt'e power to use the Armed J:l'orces in a different waY 
or more extem!lively than he is now ueing them. In a broaii 
senee, the joint reeolution states that we approve of the action 
taken with regard to the attack on our own ehip!!, and that wil 
also approve of our country'!!! effort to maint!lin the independ• 
enc:!e of South Vietnam. 

The Senator from Wieconein proqtpts me to make a rem!lrlt 
which perhape I !!hould not make. He ha!! !!laid that we mighdt 
be mi!!takett ln our action. If any mistake h81!1 been made-an 
1 do not fl!!Sett that it h81!1 been-the only que!!tionable area i!l 
whether or not we should ever have ~orne involved. That 
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question goes back to the beginning of action in this area, and 
I do not believe it is particularly pertinent or proper to the 
debate, because in fact we have become involved. However, the 
Senator has mentioned it. As an academic matter, the question 
might be raised. But having gone as far as we have in 10 years, 
it seems to me that the question now is, How are we to control 
the situation in the best interest of our own security and that 
of our allies? I believe that what we did was appropriate. The 
joint resolution is appropriate, because it would fortify the 
strength of the Executive and the Government. It would put 
the Congress on record-and we are the most representative 
body that we have under our system-as supporting the action. 
If anything will deter aggression on the part of the North Viet­
namese and the Chinese, I believe it would be the action taken 
together with the joint resolution supporting the action. That 
is the best I can do about justification of the resolution. In 
frankness, I do not believe the joint resolution would substan­
tially alter the President's power to use whatever means 
seemed appropriate under the circumstances. Our recourse in 
Congress would be that if the action were too inappropriate, 
we could terminate the joint resolution, by a concurrent resolu­
tion, and that would precipitate a great controversy between 
the Executive and the Congress. As a practical question, that 
could be done. 

Senator Cooper raised similar points: 
Mr. Cooper .... are we now giving the President advance 

authority to take whatever action he may deem necessary re­
specting South Vietnam and its defense, or with respect to the 
defense of any other country included in the [SEATO] treaty? 

Mr. Fulbright. I think that is correct. 
Mr. Cooper. Then, looking ahead, if the President decided 

that it was necessary to use such force as could lead into war, 
we will give that authority by this resolution? 

Mr. Fulbright. That is the way I would interpret it. If a situ­
ation later developed in which we thought the approval should 
be withdrawn, it could be withdrawn by concurrent resolution. 
That is the reason for the third section. . . . 

Mr. Fulbright. One of the reasons for the procedure provided 
in this joint resolution, and also in the Formosa and Middle 
East instances, is in response, let us say, to the new develop­
ments in the field of warfare. In the old days, when war usual­
ly resulted from a formal declaration of war-and that is what 
the Founding Fathers contemplated when they included that 
provision in the Constitution-there was time in which to act. 
Things moved slowly, and things could be seen developing. 
Congress could participate in that way. 

Under modern conditions of warfare-and I have tried to de­
scribe them, including the way the Second World War devel­
oped-it is necessary to anticipate what may occur. Things 
move so rapidly that this is the ';Yay in which we must respond 
to the new developments. That 1s why this provision is neces­
sary or important. Does the Senator agree with me that this is 
so? 
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presidential campaign." 113 He, too, asked Fulbright about the rela­
tionship between the U.S. ships and the 34-A operations, and was 
assured by Fulbright that the U.S. patrols were "entirely uncon­
nected or unassociated with any coastal forays the South Vietnam­
ese themselves may have conducted." 

On August 7, the second and final day of Senate debate on the 
resolution, Senator Nelson decided to offer an amendment stating 
the concern of Congress about escalating the war. After section 1 of 
the resolution (which read, "That the Congress approves and sup­
ports the determination of the President, as Commander in Chief, 
to take all necessary measures to repel any armed attack against 
the forces of the United States and to prevent further aggression") 
he wanted to add this provision: 

(b) The Congress also approves and supports the efforts of 
the President to bring the problem of peace in southeast Asia 
to the Security Council of the United Nations, and the Presi­
dent's declaration that the United States, seeking no extension 
of the present military conflict, will respond to provocation in 
~ ma~ne_r that is "limited and fitting." Our continuing policy 
1s to hm1t our role to the provision of aid, training assistance 
and military advice, and it is the sense of Congress that, except 
when provoked to a greater response, we should continue to at­
tempt to avoid a direct military involvement in the southeast 
Asian conflict. 

According to Senator McGovern, Nelson showed him the amend­
ment, and the two of them went to see Fulbright. This is McGov­
ern's later account of that meeting: 1 1 4 

F~lbright reiterated the plea that we had to help Johnson 
agamst Goldwater. We were just backing the President on his 
Tonkin response, not giving him a blank check for war. The 
resolution was "harmless," Fulbright insisted. It would have to 
go to [a Senate-House] conference if there was an amendment 
and that would frustrate Johnson's purpose-"to pull the rug 
out from under Goldwater." Nelson agreed to withdraw his 
amendment in return for a colloquy on the floor in which Ful­
bright emphasized the resolution's limiting effect. 

113George S. McGovern, Grassroots (New York: Random House, 1977), p. 103. In a Senate 
speech on Aug. 8, the day after passage of the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution McGovern said he 
voted. for th~ resolutio!'. "because our leaders 8B8Ured us that the military evidence was such 
that 1t ~onslituted a m1htary challenge which had to be met with a military response." He said 
he contmued to be opposed, however, to further U.S. military involvement, and he proposed that 
there .be an internati?nal conference, as suggested by de Gaulle, to negotiate a political settle­
ment. m .southeast ~1a. "I~ my judgment," he added, "an indefinite continuance of the military 
confl1ct m South Vietnam 18 a hopeless course that will lead in the end either to defeat or en· 
tanglement in the kind of m~or war which we are ill-prepared to fight in Asia." Morse said he 
found McGovern'~ speec~ "very i~teresting, and very belated. . . . Although conversion is 
always welcome, m my Judgment, 1f Senators who have held the views of the Senator from 
South Dakota-and many of them have held them privately for these many months-had joined 
the Senato~ fro~ ~Iaska [G~ueningJ. and the Senator from Oregon 5 or 6 months ago in urging 
a.n econom1c, pob~1cal, and diplomatic settlement of the Asiatic strife under the rules of interns· 
tw!'al law, we mtght have bee!' ab~e to change the war making course of our Government in 
As1a .... one of the saddest. th1nga ~ that during all ~hose months the talk of many Senators in 
the cloakroom has been noticeably d1fferen.t from the1r s~lence on the floor of the Senate." CR, 
vol. 110, pp. 18668-18669. Nelson made a bnef statement m which he supported McGovern's call 
for a conference. Ibid., p. 18672. 

" 4 McGovern, Grassroots, p. 108. 
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jud1in1 f'roQm hh• own Mtllttm•mt .•. ThAt dooM nut mtu\n thAt All 
prActical ma.ttor l cAn lilOCletpt tho a.mttndmCtnt. It wQuld dtla, . 
m~ttcm1 to do 1110, It. would ca.uao onnfu11lon ~tnd roqulrct " aon• 
fetrtnco, ond pr~lilont Ull with all thtt Qthtr dlf'ntlultlt.iM ih11t Art 
lnvolv.-d In tt\11!1 kind of Jer~lttlatlvtt ~action. J ro~rr.-t .thAt· t aonnot 
do It, ~v•n thou.rh I del not At All dli!Dir~'"- with thet om~ndment 
lUI " ~onorallltttli\memt nf policy.''" 

NeiMon 11 J)ropol!~al wea11 th-. on I~ ~tm•.ndmlilnt t" th' C:lu. If''' TtJnkln 
Rt11olutlon to tit liiUJtf~•tetd In otthetr tho Stmttto or thtt Htmlll3, 

Shortly 1f'ter Fulbrl;_ht d~cllnttd Ntlllon'lll Amtndmont, dobAto on 
thtt rttllolutton tndetd. Fulbrl.rht told thet SlnRtf! thAt htt WAI voeyo 
pl~llllltd with tho Rctlun or tho Hou•• In PAIIIJinl tho r.-Nolutlon 
unanlmQUIIly, And that ht hllpod tho Son~af.o "wtn ApproAch that 
unanimity, If pu111iblt.'' H• Addod: 

J reall~• that wt all hAvt uur appr&~hQnMICJnlll abnut whAt m~ 
hA~pon In South Vt.-tnam or ol•owhMro. But fundAmont&dly, 
unatr our IIYI!tetm, It 11 th~t Prt~tld•mt, All our roprtn•tntAttv• In 
thtll• ACltlvlth•lll, whu mu111t nt11ct111111rUy hAvt tht dominAnt role, 
how,ver jctRlou8 WI may bt ()f our ClWn prtvtltlfOIII=And WI 
rl.rh,tly lilhQuld b• In mAny r&r.-AII. But ln dttallnl with tht~ N .. 
Utm Ill llCICUrlty ur with thr.-atonad w.arfar• WI muMt rtdy to I 
.rru~at oxtemt on th .. dtol111lun• of th• fl:xocutlv.,, Wo AIWAYM have 
a reMctrve power, when wt ••• that tht Pre.tdd~o~nt hAl' m~~&dl 1 
mlltAkt~. WCI ClAn lliWAYII httor lmpCIAClh him, If Wtl llktt, If WI 
b•lle~vtt t.h--t het h1u1 •o far d~porte~d f'rom thet •~n•e~ of duty that 
he hatM bettr~tyed the~ lntoro•t• ur our country. 

Out ti!Miilesnthdly thCI Joint re.•olutlon 111 "" e.whlblt.lon of' I()U• 
dllrlty In retJ(ttrd to tho will atnd dettCirmlnatlon uf' t.hl• Clountry 
a111 ll whultt, llM rttproMantetd In Con1r•••· to 111uppurt tho brQiiS 
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policies that have been well announced and well described in 
the words of the President, both recently and in past months. 
We are exhibiting a desire to support those policies. ~hat will 
have a strong psychological effect upon our adversanes wher­
ever they may be. 

I believe the joint resolution is calculated to prevent the 
spread of the war, rather than to spread it, 8.f3 has been allege~ 
by some critics of the resolution. I have considered every possi­
ble alternative both those that have been suggested on the 
floor of the Se~ate and elsewhere, and I still have come back 
to my own conclusion that the action that _was ta~~n; the re­
sistance that was made in the Gulf of Tonkm; the JOmt resolu­
tion adopted in committee; and all our actions in this connec­
tion, are best designed to contribute to the deterrence of the 
spread of war. . 

No one knows, in this uncertain world, whether the war will 
spread. It could easily spread because of the determination. of 
our adversaries, in spite of anything we might do. But I sm­
cerely believe that this action, taken wit~ such g~neral suppo~ 
by both Houses of Congress, will r~s~lt m deterrmg any ambi­
tions or reckless adventuresome spint on the part of the North 
Vietnamese or the Communist Chinese. So I ask and hope that 
Members of this body will support the joint resolution. 

Morse was the last to speak. He said that passage of the Gulf of 
Tonkin Resolution would be a "historic mistake": 

I believe that history will record that we have made a great 
mistake in subverting and circumventing the Constitution of 
the United States, article I, section 8, [declaration of war by 
Congress] thereof by means of this resolution. . 

As I argued earlier today at some length, we . are m effe~t 
giving the President of the United States warmakmg powers m 
the absence of a declaration of war. 

I believe that to be a historic mistake, I believe that within 
the next century, future generations will lo?k '!ith dismay and 
great disappointment upon a Congress which IS now about to 
make such a historic mistake. 116 

Ninety Senators out of one hundred were present and voting on 
the passage of the resolution. Eighty-eight voted aye. ~orse and 
Gruening voted nay. The ten_ absentees were all _recorded m the af­
firmative. Among those votmg for t~e resolution . were southe_rn 
conservatives who had opposed U.S. mvolvement m t~e '!'~r, m­
cluding Russell, Stennis, Harry F. Byrd, Jr., (D) of V~rgm1a, El­
lender, Sam J. Ervin, Sr. (D/N.C.), Robertson. Also votmg for the 
resolution were all of the moderate and liberal Democrats and Re­
publicans from all sections of the country. These included, besides 
Fulbright, all of the leaders of the antiwar movement of later 
years: Mansfield, Cooper, Church, Case, McGovern, Edward M. 
Kennedy (D/Mass.), Gore, Pell, Nelson, Eugene J. McCarthy (D/ 
Minn.) Javits, EdmundS. Muskie (D/Maine), Aiken, Morton, Vance 
Hartke (D/Ind.), Clark. Others voted for it because they favored 
strong U.S. military action in Vietnam, including Goldwater, Dirk-

''"Morse continued to make frequent Senate speeches on Vietnam during the following 
weeks. See, for example, CR, vol. 110, pp. 22037-22040. 
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sen, Thurmond, John G. Tower (R/Tex.), McGee, Paul H. Douglas 
(D/Ill.) Hickenlooper, Gordon Allott (R/Colo.), Dodd, and Lausche. 

Executive Branch Interpretation of the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution 
Unlike the Formosa Resolution (but like the Middle East and 

Cuba Resolutions), the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution did not specifical· 
ly authorize the President to use the armed forces, but such au­
thorization was claimed to have been given, based on the language 
of section 1 that Congress "approves and supports the determina· 
tion of the President, as Commander in Chief, to take all necessary 
measures to repel any armed attack against the forces of the 
United States and to prevent further aggression," and especially 
the language of section 2, that "the United States is, therefore, pre· 
pared, as the President determines, to take all necessary steps, in­
cludin~ the use of armed force .... " to defend Vietnam. Thus, the 
executive branch argued in a 1966 State Department legal memo­
randum: "Section 2 thus constitutes an authorization to the Presi· 
dent in his discretion, to act-using armed force if he determines 
that is required-to assist South Viet-Nam at its request in defense 
of its freedom .... the grant of authority 'as the President deter· 
mines' is unequivocal." The memorandum further asserted, howev­
er, that a resolution or even a declaration of war by Congress was 
not required in order for the President to wage war in Vietnam: 
"No declaration of war is needed to authorize American actions in 
Vietnam .... the President has ample authority to order the par· 
ticipation of United States armed forces in the defense of South 
Viet-Nam .... In the Korean conflict, where large-scale hostilities 
were conducted with an American troop participation of a quarter 
of a million men, no declaration of war was made by the Congress. 
The President acted on the basis of his constitutional responsibil· 
ities. . . . If the President can act in Korea without a declaration 
of war, a fortiori, he is empowered to do so now in Viet-Nam." 117 

This interpretation, which is probably the most extreme asser· 
tion of its type ever to have been made by the executive branch 
was considered to be too extreme by some legal and constitutional 
authorities, however. One of the most respected of these, John 
Norton Moore, who was known as a principal exponent of the gov· 
ernment's position, made this comment in an interview: 1 111 

Well, to be candid, that [the 1966 State Department legal 
memorandum] was not the finest legal document that has ever 
been produced. In fairness, it was, I'm sure, done under the 
usual time pressure of the Legal Adviser's office .... at the 
time it was written there was, indeed, congressional participa· 
tion and Congress had, in fact, authorized the hostilities. I 
would have preferred not to place the principal authorization 
on the exclusive power of the Commander in Chief. 

11 '"The Leaality of United State. Participation In the O.fen1e of Viet-Nam," V.partm1nt of 
Stat• Rull•tin, Mar. 28, 19611. Thl1 !1 10metime1 referred to u the Meeker memorandum, after 
Leonard C. Meeker, the State Department'• Lepl Advleer at the time. A number of lawyen and 
leaal ~eholan challen1•d the State Department'• ~ltion u 1tated In thl1 u well u an earlier 
memorandum In March of 19611, "Lei&! Bull for U.S. Action• Aaaln1t North Vietnam." For an 
&newer to the latter paper, -. for example, the memorandum o?law prepared In S.r.t. 19615 br. 
the Lawyen Committee on American Polley Toward VIetnam, which wu reprinted n CR, vo . 
112, IJ, 2666 ff. 

'''CRS Interview with John Norton Moore, 0.0. 7, 1978. 
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Despite the claim of the Legal Adviser of the State Department 
that the "grant of authority" of the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution was 
"unequivocal," and similar claims by the Justice Departme~t in 
the many lawsuits in which the legality of the war was an tssue, 
some key officials in the executive branch believed that in passing 
the resolution Congress was not approving a large-scale war. They 
also believed that Congress expected to be consulted prior to any 
substantial changes in the U.S. military posture in Vietnam subse­
quent to the passage of the resolution. 119 

One of the most persuasive witnesses on this point is McGeorge 
Bundy, who said later: "They [Congress] didn't decide to put 
150,000 people in Vietnam. They didn't decide to bomb the nor.th. 
They decided to fire a warning shot and they passed a resolutiOn 
that endorsed firing a warning shot as they saw it. But, of course, 
in formal language it endorsed a lot more." 120 

Bundy also testified on this point when Congress was holding 
hearings on the War Powers Resolution: 121 

... the exact trouble with the Tonkin Gulf Resolution was 
that it was misperceived, both by the Congress and by the ex­
ecutive branch. . . . The Congress surely did not believe, in 
1964, that it was voting for the war that happened. And the 
executive branch, while I believe it was mistaken in describing 
the resolution as the functional equivalent of a declaration of 
war, 122 was thinking and acting in a framework of lega~ and 
traditional experience in which there was no clear mrddle­
ground between unauthorized hostilities and . . . a formal dec­
laration [of war]. 

With respect to consultation with Congress prior to engaging in a 
large-scale war, which Rusk, on behalf of the President, promised 
the Foreign Relations Committee when he testified on the Gulf of 
Tonkin Resolution, McGeorge Bundy, together with James Thom­
son of the NSC staff, confirmed Congress' expectation of consulta­
tion in a memorandum they sent to the President on June 11, 1965, 
in conjunction with preparations to send U.S. ground forces to 
Vietnam in July. This is the text of that memo: 123 

The following points emerge from a review of last August's 
Congressional debate on the Southeast Asia Resolution: 

1. Neither the Resolution itself nor the Floor discussion 
specifically authorizes or prohibits unlimited expansion of 
our force levels in Vietnam or Southeast Asia. 

2. Senators who spoke in support of the Resolution were 
generally apprehensive of direct U.S. involvement in 
ground warfare anywhere in Asia; the Korean War analo­
gy was frequently cited. 

. 119For a discusaion of legal commentary and judicial opinions on the Gulf of Tonkin Resolu­
tion see the appendix to this volume. 

12°CRS Interview with McGeorge Bundy, Jan. 8, 1979. 
'"'Testimony by McGeorge Bundy, U.S. Congresa, Senate, Committee on Foreign Relations, 

War Powers Legislation, Hearings, 92d Cong., lst seas. (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Govt. Print. Off., 
1972), p. 421. 

1 22This was stated in 1967 by Under Secretary of State Nicholas deB. Katzen bach in testimo­
ny before the Senate Foreign Relations Committee on US. Commitments to Forei/i(n Powers, 
cited above. 

1 23Johnson Library, James Thomson, National Security Staff, Presidential Chron File, 6/65. 



3. The Resolution's Floor manager, Senator Fulbright, 
indicated in his replies to questioners that the Resolution 
should be interpreted as permitting the President "to usa 
such force as could lead to war," if necessary. 

4. Senator Fulbright noted that the Congress had the ul. 
timate option of withdrawing its approval at a later daU, 
by a concurrent resolution that would rescind the South• 
east Asia Resolution. 

5. The Resolution was passed on the understanding that 
there would be consultation with the Congress "in case li 
major change in present policy becomes necessary." 

In advance of the July 1965 decision, the President asked hil 
legal advisers for opinions on whether he needed additional author­
ity to commit large-scale forces to Vietnam, or whethr the Gulf of ·· 
Tonkin Resolution was sufficient. All of them replied that thlt 
President had full constitutional authority to deploy and use the 
armed forces, short of what Attorney General Nicholas deB. Kat&o 
enbach called an "all-out war" which might call for Congress to de; 
clare war, and therefore that the President did not even need the 
Gulf of Tonkin Resolution. 124 Katzenbach said that there was 
"some legislative history to indicate that Congress . . . did not 
intend to approve a large scale land war in Asia" when it passed 
the resolution, but that the number of troops to be sent (he had 
been given the figure of 95,000) did not represent a commitment t() 
fight such a war. For this reason, as well as to avoid having Con­
gress place any conditions on deployment of U.S. forces to Viet­
nam, Katzenbach recommended against requesting a new resolu­
tion or any other form of approval. 

Leonard C. Meeker, the State Department's legal adviser, con­
cluded that although there was no requirement to consult Cort· 
gress, " ... the record shows that the Resolution was passed on thlt 
understanding that there would be consultation with the CongreBIJ 
'in case a major change in policy becomes necessary.'" Committinl 
new forces to combat in Vietnam, Meeker said, could represertl 
such a major change, and therefore constitute a reason for consult­
ing Congress. "Consultation would not require new affirmative 
action by Congress," Meeker added, "but would afford the CongreBIJ 
an opportunity for review."12& 

In August 1967, testifying before the Senate Foreign Relations 
Committee on a rPsolution to provide that Congress should approve 
major U.S. national commitments-the so-called National Commit­
ments Resolution, which passed the Senate in 1969-former Attor­
ney General Katzenbach, then Under Secretary of State, declared 
that the combination of the SEATO Treaty and the Gulf of Tonkin 
Resolution " ... fully filfill the obligation of the Executive in a sit­
uation of thiR kind to participate with the Congress to give the Con· 

114In 1970 Katzenbach, testifying before the House Foreign Affllirs Committee o~ the war 
powers bill then belna considered, took a somewhat different tack. He stated: "In my oplnl~n 
the constitutional authority to use our Armed Forces In Vietnam rests squarely on Tonkin Ill 
cannot otherwise be constitutionally justified." U.S. Congress, House, SubCommittee on Natlo 
Security Polley and Scientific Developments of the Committee on Forellrn Affairs, Co~s~-.'J'!Il 
Prtlltdent, and the War Powers, Hearlnp, 91st Cong., 2d sess. (Wa.shlngton, D.C.: U.S. UOV<· 
Print OtT., 1970), p. 802. 

111For a further discussion of thMeleral opinions- pt. III of this study, forthcoming. 

gress .a full an~ ef!ective voice, t~e function~~ equivalent of tJ:te c~m­
stitutwnal obhgat10n expressed m the provisiOn of the ConstitutiOn 
with respect to declaring war." 126 Senator Fulbright replied that 
the Executive had not asked for a declaration of war, and Katzen­
bach countered with " ... but didn't that resolution authorize the 
President to use the armed forces of the United States in whatever 
way was necessary? Didn't it? What could a declaration of war 
have done that would have given the President more authority and 
a clearer voice of the Congress of the United States than that did?" 
Fulbright: "It was presented as an emergency situation; the repel­
ling of an attack which was alleged to have been unprovoked upon 
our forces on the high seas. . . . It wasn't a deliberate decision by 
the Congress to wage war in that full-fledged sense against a for­
eign power." Katzenbach: "Mr. Chairman, how much debate was 
there on that resolution as compared with a declaration of war 
when President Roosevelt sent that up? How quickly did the Con­
gress respond? If you say there was pressure, there was the urgen­
cy. Maybe people regret afterward a declaration of war or a vote 
for it, but that situation inherently is one of urgency, it is one of 
commitment." The Gulf of Tonkin Resolution, Katzenbach added, 
" ... is as broad an authorization for the use of armed forces for a 
purpose as any declaration of war so-called could be in terms of our 
internal constitutional process .... " 

When Senator Eugene J. McCarthy (D/Minn.), heard Katzen­
bach's remark that the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution was the function­
al equivalent of a declaration of war, he left the hearing room, and 
said in the presence of a nearby reporter that someone would have 
to take the issue of the war to the country, which he soon proceed­
ed to do. 127 

At several other points in the 1967 hearing on the making of na­
tional commitments there were extended discussions of the Gulf of 
Tonkin Resolution. 128 It was apparent that some Members of Con­
gress, especially in the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, were 
becoming increasingly convinced that "institutional problems" had 
developed with respect to Congress' exercise of its war power that 
needed to be redressed. 

Congressional Reconsideration of the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution 
In 1970, Congress repealed the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution. The 

Executive first opposed but then acquiesced in that action, saying 
that the resolution had not been necessary in the first place, and 
had not been relied upon for the actions taken by the President in 
fighting the war. 129 

Congressional dissatisfaction and regret with respect to the Gulf 
of Tonkin Resolution had been building for several years prior to 
repeal. 1 3o Many Members of Congress had felt the sting of Presi­
dent Johnson's frequent reminders of their vote in favor of the res­
olution. According to one report in early 1966, '"He [Johnson] has 

""U.S. Commitments to Foreign Powers, p. 82. Following quotes are from pp. 82-89. 
127See pt. III of this study, forthcoming, for more details. 
128See especillily pp. 190-224 of U.S. Commitments to Foreign Powers. 
12°For details, see pt. III of this ,study, forthcoming .. 
,.•Events discussed here are d18Cussed more fully 1n pt. Ill, where full citations of sources 

also are given. 
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used it [the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution 1 all year,' one Republicatt 
Senator said today. 'He pulls it out of his pocket and shakes it at 
you.' 'It was so damned frayed and dog-eared the last time I talked 
to him.' a Democratic Senator said, 'that I wanted to give him a 
fresh copy."' 1 :i 1 

Johnson was particule.rly critical of Fulbright after Fulbright 
began to oppose the war. "It was a shame somebody didn't think uf 
callin" it the Fulbright Resolution, like the Fulbright Scholar$ 
thing, ' Johnson said in an interview shortly after leaving office, 
"because Settatur Fulbright introduced it with his approve.l, hilt 
consent. ... Don't tell me a Rhodes scholar didn't understand ev• 
erything in that resolution, because we said to him at the Whit~ 
House that thP. President . . . is not about to commit forces . . ; 
unless and until the American people through their Congress sigtt 
on to go in." 

In the same interview, Johnson said he did not want to ask for a 
declaration of war because of the administration's concern that the 
North Vietnamese had secret mutual defense treaties with China 
and Russia which might be activated by such a formal action by 
the U.S. But he added that the resolution provided all the support 
he needed. Referring to Morse's position that the resolution was '* 
pre-dated declaration of war, Johnson said Morse " ... could read 
the language and understand it .... Congress gave us this author• 
ity to do 'whatever may be necessary'-that's pretty far-reachinlitl 
that's 'the sky'A the limit' .... " 1 s2 

For his part, Fulbright has continued to take the position that 
Congress not only was misled, but that in passing the resolutiott 
Congress was not Intending to approve a large-scale war: 1 :l:l 

In Vietnam we fought a long, costly and ultimately futile 
war with no more cover of constitutional sanction than the du­
bious and later discredited Gulf of Tonkin ReAolution. To my 
lasting regrPt I played a major role in securing the enactment 
of that ReAolution, which I surely did not anticipate would be 
invoked as legal sanction for a full-scale war. If the Gulf of 
Tonkin Resolution was, as claimed, the "functional equivalent' 
of a declare~ion of war, it must stand as the only instance itt 
the nation's hiAtory in which CongresA authori?.ed war without 
knowing t.hat it was doing so--indeed, in the belief, AS the let• 
islativP history shows, that it waA acting to prevent war. 

Aceording to George E. Reedy, Jr., one of JohnAon's top aideB for. 
many yearA, who was White House PresA Aecretary at the time of 
the Gulf of Tonkin incidents, Fulbright "got fi terribly raw deal" a8 
A tPsult of .Johnson's action in interprpting the Gulf of Tonkin Res­
olution as approval by Congress of the large-scale war that 
enAued: 1 :l.t 

He fFulbright] had very definite assurances from Johnsot1 
that the Tonkin Gulf Resolutiou was not going to be used fot 
anything other than the Tonkin Gulf incident itRelf. And, a8 
you know, .Johnson later turned the Gulf Resolution virtuallY 

1' 1 Nrrt• York Tim<'~ . • JAn. ~o. lfiR6. 
"•From cRs-·rv lntPtVl!'W with Walter Cronkite, Feb. R, 1970. 
"'·' Wllll"m F'ulhrl~~;ht, "ThP l.!'l!;i•IAtor M F.ducAtot," rlt.Pd AhovP, p 72R. (Pmphn•l• In otlltl· 

nAi) 
'"'CRA lnt.PtviP"'' with OporRP RPPdy, MAt. 29, 1979. 
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into a declaration of war. I myself think that, psychologically, 
Johnson was quite capable of telling himself that he had never 
given Fulbright any such assurances, that conditions had de­
veloped to a point where logically going into Vietnam was an 
extension of the Tonkin Gulf Resolution .... I think Johnson 
could convince himself of that, and he did convince himself of 
that. But I'll be damned if he could convince Fulbright. And I 
don't blame Fulbright. I wouldn't be convinced either, because 
Fulbright had really laid himself on the line for it. 

Asked later what the Foreign Relations Committee should have 
done when presented with the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution, Fulbright 
said, "Well, immediately, of course, what should have been done is 
to have long hearings and to stall it and demand they bring in the 
commander of the Maddox, and so on, to get it right then. But we 
were overwhelmed by this argument that we should show a united 
front and get this passed quickly and show support of the Presi­
dent's action .... " "What should have been done is that the reso­
lution should have been denied and the President told to go chase 
himself; we're not interested in going forward. . . . But, obviously, 
under those circumstances, that's just a fantasy in the light of 
hindsight." 135 

Although the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution was not repealed until 
1970, pressure for its reconsideration, which had been growing 
during 1965, after the President had cited the resolution as ade­
quate authority for expanding the war, increased during 1966. On 
February 1966, Morse offered an amendment to repeal the resolu­
tion. This was tabled by a vote of 92-5, with Gruening, Eugene 
McCarthy, and Stephen Young voting with Morse. 

In August 1967, as the increasingly costly war continued without 
apparent progress, there was renewed consideration of the Gulf of 
Tonkin Resolution. For example, a group of about 25 Republicans 
in the House of Representatives, led by Paul Findley, then a 
member of the Foreign Affairs Committee, introduced a resolution 
calling for the committee to hold hearings on whether the Gulf of 
Tonkin Resolution should be modified or replaced. 

At about the same time, the Senate Foreign Relations Committee 
held its national commitment hearings, following which it made 
this statement in its report: 1 3 s 

The Gulf of Tonkin resolution represents the extreme point 
in the process of constitutional erosion that began in the first 
years of this century. Couched in broad terms, the resolution 
constitutes an acknowledgment of virtually unlimited Presi­
dential control of the Armed Forces. It is of more than histori­
cal importance that the Congress now ask itself why it was 
prepared to acquiesce in the transfer to the executive of a 
power which, beyond any doubt, was intended by the Constitu­
tion to be exercised by Congress. 

Several answers suggest themselves: 
First, in the case of each of the resolutions discussed Con­

gress was confronted with a situation that seemed to be ~rgent 

13 °CRS Interview with J. William Fulbright, Feb. 18, 1983. 
. 130S. Rept. 90..797, pp. 21-22. The National Commitments Resolution was pllll88<! by the Senate 
tn 1969. 
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irttt Uttlty11ttd !!Uppurt for the l'tel!lident itt it mumettt uf fiitilOfta 
itl t!ril!li!J sttd, Utt:!~efure, thitt the eltat!t wurd!! ift whit!h tt @Jla , 
pre~t!lled th~!!le !!etttlmettt!!l were ttut of prtmttry impurtitttt!e; 

8et!tntd, ift tht:! t!tJUf!!l@ CJf twu det!itdelt uf t!tJld War the l:!tJUftil7 
itttd itl!l leader!!! beMme l!ltl prt!Ut!t!Upied With qUe!lltitlttl!l uf ttitilUfta 
itl !!et!uritf 111.11 tu have relatively little time ur thuught fur CJUn• 
l!ltitutiutts mstterl!l. ltt~Jufitr al!l the que~tUutt uf suthurity to 
t!ummit the t!uutttry iu war Witl!l thuuttht uf at sllJ the gett8fll 
ittiiiude WM utte Uf llt!t!epiitttt!e Uf the r.uwer uf the l're~tid8ftiJ 
in his t!itPitt!ltY. o Oummitttder itt Chie , tu t!Ummtt the Arm11 
tl'ott!81t W itt leot limited war. At the !llitfttt:! time Cun~ 
!llhuwed s mitrked relut!tant!e iu attempt tu def'itte the t!Utt!!IUt\11 
Uuttsl dtvirdtm uf suthurity betweett the Prel!lident itttd Oon• 
l(felll!l in msttl!r~t ur war attd pest!e; Murl! impurtsntJ huw8vtf, 
thstt what Willi ihuught abuul the witr puwer wall ttte psuolt; 
t1f tht1u1ht itbuut it. 

'rhird, irt the M!lll! or the Outr or 'rottkitt re!!lulutitm, there Wll 
it dl!llt!repitttt!Y between the lattJWqe of the te1.11olutlun itttd tht 
itttettt uf duttgrell!ll. Although the lattJUQt! of the re11ulutton 
lettda it11etf tt:J the lttterpretsttun that Oungrel!ll.ll WitiJ vutt!lletttinl 
itt sdvattve tu s fu11"8t!itle war itt AE~ia 11huuld the l're!!lid8nl 
thirtlt it ttet!el!l!llitty, that Wfl!l ttt:Jt the eJtpet!tittiUtt uf (juttgt@l!l!!l li 
tht! Uttte. 1tt sdul)tittg the rel!olutiutt Ourtgrel:ll!l wa!ll t!lu!ller tu bi­
Hevittg thitt it Wit!! helpittg tu prt!vf!nt a larljt!"!!Mle Witt by 
iitkittg a firttt gtattd thntt thitt lt wn11 tsyitttt the legal bitl!li!ll :f'6r 
the t!tlttdUt!t ur MUt!h s war. 

The vommlttee t!ottvluded that itt adopting it re11olutiun with IIUI!i 
". . , ~ijWeaplt1tf laHguage . . . duttl{tesf:j t!ommltiE!d the errt1r 0 
m~:tkim~ s ~Nftmttl JudgmeHt a11 to huw PtE!!!idettt Jt1httsott Wt1Ul 
ltrtpletrtet1t tht! r~~:~nfutiot1 when it hnd tt ra!!pon~Jibtlity to make itft 
lHiituutttmul Judgment, nrst, n!! tn what uny Prel!ideHt. wt:mld do 
With !'10 ltt'Mt at1 bt!kt1tlWlei{jttttet1t Uf ptJWer, bt1d, IJE!t!t:Jttd, bl! tO 
whether, uHder the tluttl!ltitutluH1 tlUflllt'elll! hitd the right tu gritnti 
tJt' t!t:IHt!ede the authurtty lt1 ttue~:~tltttt.' (empha!lli!! itt urigiHitlJ 

337 

Finally, on February 20, 1968, the Foreign Relations Committee, 
after receiving confidential information from at least one authori­
tative source, held a one-day hearing on the 1964 Gulf of Tonkin 
incidents. 137 In preparation for the hearing, a new committee staff 
member, William Bader, who had been an officer in the Navy and 
knew how to interpret ships' logs and communications, reexamined 
the evidence for the 1964 incidents and concluded that the adminis­
tration had not proven that the second attack had taken place. In 
one of a series of memoranda, Bader stated: 138 

In staff judgment, a wide variety of circumstances made it 
seem to Administration officials at high levels, and to operat­
ing officers in Vietnam, that some firm act was required by the 
U.S. The Vietnamese Government was falling, Senator Gold­
water was demanding escalation, Congress was about to ad­
journ, and there was a feeling attributed to Mr. [Bill] Moyers 
that we might "bluff' the other side into desisting. 

It must be recalled that the first incident had occurred and 
the U.S. had decided not to retaliate but to warn. There was, 
therefore, a need to show the flag, a need to show the U.S. 
Navy could not be shoved around-a need to put the chip on 
the shoulder and to bloody someone's nose. Communications 
traffic reflects this air of tension and preconception. 

In our judgment circumstances were ripe-so ripe indeed 
that a flight of birds, a fish stake (both mentioned by naval of­
ficers), a balky sonar, or a falling star, would trigger a re­
sponse out of proportion to the stimulus. 

So the U.S. reacted-from the lookout to the Commander-in­
Chief and, once embarked in this framework, the movement 
toward retaliation became almost irresistable. Frantic commu­
nications asking for confirmation encountered delayed replies. 
Communications suggesting the early reports of 30 or more tor­
pedo firings were erroneous, were brushed aside. By th~n ~r­
craft on the Ticonderoga were fueled and armed for retahabon; 
the President was scheduled to go on television; Congressional 
leaders had been alerted. Retaliation was on the road. 

In another memorandum Bader commented on the administra­
tion's handling of the questions raised by Commander Herrick as 
to whether there had been an attack: 139 

Secretary McNamara misled the Committee by not telling 
the Committee how increasingly ambiguous the reports on the 
second incident became as the hours move on. What he de­
scribed in such positive terms was actually a highly confused 
event. On the basis of the evidence from the communications 

137 The Gulf of Tonkin, The 1964 Incidents, cited above. The principal informant was Navy 
Commander Jack Cowles, who had been in the Flag Plot, the Navy's war room in the Pentagon, 
on Aug. 4, 1964, and, based on the messages he saw, had decided that evidence of the attack was 
very dubious if not nonexistent. In Sept. 1967, after he had read a press report of Fulbright's 
re~ets about his role in the passage of the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution, Cowles approached Ful­
bnght's staff with information on the subject. See Austin, pp. 161>-168. Correspondence from 
Commander Cowles, as well as several other informants, is in the papers of the Senate Foreign 
Relations Committee at the National Archives, RG 46, and one of his letters is reprinted in The 
Gulf of Tonkin, The 1964 Incidents1 pp. 84-85. 

• ~•''Tentative Staff Conclusions, ' Jan. 18, 1968, Records of the Senate Foreign Relations Com­
mittee National Archives, RG 46. 

•••"Examples of Misinformation Given to SFRC and Armed Services at Time of Incident," 
Jan. 30, 1968, same location. 



ll:tM 

trctma It would MtU!m th~tt tha fiultll ln"rl3~tti!lnJCIY dl!mllndtd t~lt\1• 
Mon~hut tht optmttlunal rt~qulrtmentll of th1 rttnlhttory raid 
nnd th1 burl!~tuar~ttl(! 1nd prt~MII mom@ntum t.h~:tt; d~v~l,pad 
~tf'ttlr Uti nrMt. l'@f.:JOI'bll tlllml! In were juMt tc:m lltl'tJnl(, 

Vrlor tu the r~:~hruttry 1POM ht!llrlnM, tn~ tmmmiU.tt~:tllt~trt' Nnt,httrl!d 
dtJt,f:lllttd lnformf:lt.ltm on thtt AUMUI.ilt 4 lncldtmt, lntlludlnM f:l numhtr 
l:)r tmblt:!M n11 w"'ll "'" lnfl:)rmatlon from the MhlpM' lllJCiil, 'rhe •t,f:lf'f' Al!lo 
tttt~:~mph!d t,tl ~~:~t lttltll:ll.il!! to tht~ NMA tntt~rtll:lptfiiJ f:lMti Mmtlty th~ ~xeo• 
utlv~i lmuwh r1~tlld~t1 t.httt, lt. wuuld bt! d~:~•lrotll@ t,u 1~1. t,htJ t!h~tlrmAn 
~~~IS, th~:~m. A t11!eiflt.lnl( WltM l:tl'l'ltMiftld '" Uttt omtl@ tlf f4pft!tt.ur ftUMPIII:IIt, 
In urd~;~r l'tlr Uu! tMU.l'r tu h~:~ h~tmtlt!d untl~r tht:1 lHII'IpltJ~:~M nf t.ht 
Arm~td M~rvlfl~:~l'l (~uttlmlt.t.~:~~:~ t11 whlt•h tht=~ f1Pnt,nf(tm Wit!! t'fll'll)UHMihll, 
wh~:~r~ f)pputy ftj:t~Jf'I:IIMY tJf f)~:~f~;tHMI:I t'~tul tt Nit~~=~ •1-ww~d t.h~ ltttl!r• 
tlt!pl.fll tu rulhrla,thl. ltttd t~llli!i!lj:tll. Nll.llt:t ltHd t.h~:~ ltdmlnh~tr~~tlcm hupld 
thttt. rulhrll(ht fltHJit~ h~:t pi!I'II!Ubdttd IH:It. tf1 huld ttl!W hli~rltt~lll tJit thl 
Oulf' ur 'rllttklt1 lttrldt:ttlt.M, Art~r luuklr1~ bt. th~:~ lttt.ttt'l:!l:tf'llll l:lttd ~·· 
prt!l'llllin~t MtJit1~ duuht H1~:~t t.ht~y w~:~rt:~ ~uttt!hudvt! ~:~vldtttH~~. f11ulhr1M'ht 
n111k~:~d Nlb1~ l'tlr ~tddltltmnl m~l!ll!ll:lt.ft!li! ntttt 1111(!11. ltmtlllt:tll lioltl Nltfllll 
t.hnt tht:l rur~II(H .tt~:~llttiUttM Oomtttlt.t~t! Wbl!l I:IHtiU~:~d tu hnv~:~ t.h~ ln· 
ftlt'lt11tHt1t1, 1 •HI 

'l1htt r~:~hf'IHII')' ~0, 111t1M h~nrltt~ f1f th~ t~ommiUf:lt:~, h~ld Itt 1:1Xt!elU• 
Uv~ ,.I:!!!Mit111, llf.lf:lttl:td wit.h 1t lllt.~tt.~:~ttumt. by MtlNt:tttlltl'lt In whlt~h h8 
r~:~vl~:~wt:td t,htl l:iVt:lt11!'! ur AugUMt, It t:tl1d 4 IIIU4 HP l:ilt1Ht1111t:ld rour 
qut:~llll.ittttlll' "W1t111 t.ht:~ p~tt.rul Itt ftttlt. fur {~:~NH .. Ittll:ttt:~ purru!II~!IL Wt!tl 
t h~:t ~t.t~:~~k!! II II fli'OVtllt$:1t1'! W !tl!l t ht:~t'l:t I t1d$:1~t1 It Fit:ltltJtlt ltH~ttlk 1 If 
U1~:~rt:~ wt:tl!l 1t lllt:~••un•l ~tU.t:ttlk, Wlll!l th~rt:~ IIIUN1tllt!ttt P-vld~t1t~t:! nvnllnbll 
f:lt th~:~ t.iittt:~ utt uur r~:~fiiJ.1tlt1111t:~ to II!UtJpurt t.hl111 t~unrluMif1n1'' HiM l:lM• 
Mwt:~r!! w~:~t•t:~ t.hut. U11:1 tmtrnl .WI=lM l!il,fH.Jttutf.p, th~:tt th!i t:tH~wk• w~r• 
1111t. prf1vnk~d. t:tttd th~:~ll.ht:irt:t Wttlll 1t Fit:~t't111t1 l'llhtl•k I'IUlJtmrtlid hy ~tdl• 
qtlltl·li ~vldltnt•tt tt~,iu!llt.lf'y t.ht:~ U .f4. r~~:~tliJHI!IIi. H~:~ •~tl~ th~l. 111 ~:~r1tHt.ltJn 
hi ~ttl flf t.ht:t l:lUH~f l'ttt'ttUI uf' t'tlf1flf'ltlltl~ ttvldttf1!Jf:l1 '. , illtttllll(~lttll 
rt:!tmrtl'! r~:~fl~:~lvP(i t'rom t:t h 'r" ly tllnMflll n~cl 1mt1 u "' mvt:tn••h~thl~ ~:~mJrt!t 
lrt:tdlu lttl.t:~.rr~:~JJI.II!I ftlfiOf't.l'!t t.lutt NurUt Vi~:~l.ttt:tm Wit~'! m~tkitt• J't'~l'" 
~:~r~:~tlun~ ttl ~:~U,~ttlK um tlt:~Mtt•oy~:~rro~ wlt.h twu ~wt:tt11w hm~t,l:j l:tttii w~th 
unP l''r ho~:~t. tr t.l'l~ P't1 r•mJitt b~:~ m~td~ r~:~f:ldy In um~." "Nu mto 
witl-litl Uw ll~:tt)ltr~,m~:~tlt. ,,r 11~:~rt:tttlrl~:~ ha1.11 r~:~vi~:~w$St1~:~11 tJf Uti~:~ inftJrmA• 
liuu," ht:t t:tlttl~ti, "wiUHlUI, t:trrlvln.r ~:~t tht:t 11111JIIt:tlln~:~tt !ltJI1t'lwdon 
1 h~:t~. "' tlt:tl.~:~rtt1it1t;~tl ~:~U.~tt'k Wltli! m~:~tlt:! tm lhP Mmltlot 1:111d T11rH!1f' JN:; 
In HIP 'ri1nkln null' lltl Htt:~ t1lli(ht. nr AUI(UI:It. 4, lllf\4," Mf11'1:ttlVI:tt', 8t 
Ut~t H m~t Ut~:t 11rt1~:~r Wl1111 ~V llj;IM~tt.im1111 U11tf. Utt;~ 
I IJ( ", . : lmtuc•~td th~ IIUiidi!Ht. tiM Aui(UIIIt 4 wH.h Uw 111tttt1t ur ~ro• 
vlt1lt1K 1:111 ~JU'llfllj;l t.u t.I:IMI:t t.hj:t r~t.Jtll~tttlt'Y ltt'UtJn whit•l-1 W$:1 ill l'ltQ.t 
1 uuk, l t11:tt1 nt1l,y 11h1t r~:~tJt,~l'iM~:t I'!Ut~h I 111.11111 tj~ttitJHIII It !I mtttll.llt,ruu!ll," f. f. It, 
WI:II'MIHii(lll rd't-.~:~r Uu:t ,,r!llt 11U.!tt!k, I:IMtl ltlll@lt;lt'titJtlli! ur thP rhtht ur fr@l 
p~tt:iiQI:IJ(li, ltlil w~ll 1:1111 u,~:~ t1rt:ho~r ftlr t.h~:~~.~thlpM t.u rj;lm~ln I I rnt.h~:~r thllldn 
14 mlfj:tlil uff U11=1 tiUI:IMt. ~:~f't.~:~r t@l.llumiHM th~:~ pt:ttrt:JI wt:~r~, hr, ,~A 11 
"h~:~rtlly lntthmtlv~ uf' ttl1 int,"ttt tu lndut~~ f:111tJt,hl:!r nUne~k. Dul 
hj;lytttld l.hnt," Mt'N~tmltr~ lllltld, "t nnd It itt(ltJMOI:!IV1!1hl~:t t.hltt lttlytml 

even remotely familiar with our society and system of Government 
could suspect the existence of a conspiracy which would include 
almost, if not all, the entire chain of military command in the Pa­
cific, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, the Joint Chiefs, 
the Secretary of Defense, and his chief civilian assistants, the Sec­
retary of State, and the President of the United States." 14 1 

Fulbright denied that there was any thought of a conspiracy, and 
explained his own views for holding the inquiry: 

... I don't think anyone, I don't believe anyone, certainly 
myself, entertained the idea this was a plot or a conspiracy. 

The point really is, and I think there is evidence sufficiently 
to justify an inquiry as to whether or not the decisionmaking 
process, with all these conflicting reports coming in, is suffi­
ciently accurate and reliable to justify taking such a decision 
to declare war on another country, which was the immediate 
outgrowth of this particular series of events. . . . 

I think this committee, and certainly as chairman of the 
committee I think it was very unfair to ask us to vote upon a 
resolution when the state of the evidence was as uncertain as I 
think it now is, even if your intercepts are correct. Of course, 
none of those intercepts were mentioned to us, I don't believe 
in the testimony on August 6. Your statement and General 
Wheeler's was without any doubt, any equivocation that there 
was an all-out attack. 

I submit that even if you give the most favorable interpreta­
tions to these reports that it was far less than positive and un­
equivocal as your statement before the committee indicates. 

This has been very serious to me and all members of this 
committee and the Senate. 

We have taken what is called the functional equivalent of a 
declaration of war upon evidence of this kind, and action as 
precipitate as this was. Even the commander, that is one of the 
crucial cablegrams from the commander of the task force, rec­
ommended that nothing be done until the evidence was further 
evaluated. I read it this morning, I won't read it again. 

But that alone almost, if I had known of that one telegram, 
[Herrick's 1:27 p.m. message suggesting further evaluation] if 
that had been put before me on the 6th of August, I certainly 
don't believe I would have rushed into action. 

We met, if you will recall for 1 hour and 40 minutes, in a 
joint meeting of the Armed Services and this committee and 
we accepted your statement completely without doubt. I went 
on the floor to urge passage of the resolution. You quoted me, 
as saying these things on the floor. Of course all my state­
ments were based upon your testimony. I had no independent 
evidence, and now I think I did a great disservice to the 
Senate. I feel very guilty for not having enough sense at that 
time to have raised these questions and asked for evidence. I 
regret it. 

I have publicly apologized to my constituents and the coun­
try for the unwise action I took, without at least inquiring into 

141These quotations are from The Gulf of Tonkin, The 1964 Incidents, cited above, pp. 17-19. 
ibid., pp. 79-81. 
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the basis. It never occurred to me that there was the slightest 
doubt, certainly on the part of Commander Herrick who was in 
charge of the task force that this attack took place. He obvious­
ly had doubts, his own cablegram so states. That is the reason 
for it. I feel a very deep responsibility, and I regret it more 
than anything I have ever done in my life, that I was the vehi- · 
cle which took that resolution to the floor and defended it in 
complete reliance upon information which, to say the very 
least, is somewhat dubious at this time. . . . 

If I had had enough sense to require complete evaluation I 
never would have made the mistake I did. If I had had notice 
of that particular cable in 1964 I think I would have had 
enough sense at least to raise a warning sign, and normally 
this committee does have hearings and questions. I don't know 
why, what possessed me, the background was such that I went 
along, of course I wasn't the only one. Both committees, except 
for the Senator from Oregon, unanimously accepted your testi­
mony then as the whole story, and I must say this raises very 
serious questions about how you make decisions to go to war. 

I mean, this is not a small matter that we are in, in Viet­
nam, and I think for the future, the least I can do and the 
committee can do, is to alert future committees and future · 
Senates that these matters are not to be dealt with in this 
casual manner. 

I felt very badly about it, about the matter. I must say that I 
don't blame you personally for this. These communications 
were very conflicting, and I don't think-! never meant to 
leave the impression that I thought you were deliberately 
trying to deceive us, but I must confess I think the evidence is 
very conflicting and warrants what Mr. Herrick suggested­
time to evaluate what the evidence was-which we didn't do. 

The hearing consisted largely of a recapitulation of the events of 
August 4, with frequent reference to the various messages sent · 
that day, especially that suggesting further evaluation, and those 
which followed. A number of questions were asked about the rela­
tionship betweeen the DE SOTO patrol and the 34-A operations, 
why the patrol was not suspended after the first attack, and, of 
course, whether there had been a second attack. McNamara re­
minded the members of the committee that he had told them about 
the July 31 34-A operations, as well as the intercepts, at the meet­
ing on August 3. As a part of his response to the question of evi­
dence of the second attack, McNamara, after the hearing room was 
cleared of all but McNamara and his aides and the Senators them­
selves, showed the Senators the intercepts. (How many and which 
ones is not known, except for McNamara's comment that he was 
going to show them the intercept ordering the PT boats to attack. 
All of the intercepts are still classified as of this writing, 20 years 
later.) 

The committee was obviously divided, and reluctant to express 
its judgment on the 1964 incidents. Except for Cooper, none of the 
Republican members questioned McNamara at any length. Among 
the Democrats, most of the questions were from Fulbright, and to a 
lesser extent Morse and Gore, and Lausche, who defended the ad­
ministration. 

Morse said that the hearing had not changed anything he had 
said in the Senate in August 1964, and had verified all of the infor­
mation he had received at that time from his secret informant in 
the Pentagon. He said that the United States had engaged in "con­
structive aggression" in the Tonkin Gulf, and that the North Viet­
namese were justified in thinking that the presence of the destroy­
ers was related to the 34-A operations, and in striking back as they 
did.l42 

Gore said that in 1964 he had been misled into believing that the 
U.S. ships were on a routine patrol, while in fact they were on pro­
vocative intelligence missions. His tentative conclusion, he said, 
was "that the administration was hasty, acted precipitately, inadvi­
sedly, unwisely, out of proportion to the provocation in launching 
64 bombing attacks on North Vietnam out of a confused, uncertain 
situation on a murky night, which one of the sailors described as 
one dark as the knob of hell; and, particularly, 5 hours after the 
task force commander had cabled that he doubted that there were 
any attacks, and recommended that no further action be taken 
until it was thoroughly canvassed and reviewed." 143 

Pell said he did not question McNamara's integrity, but he 
thought that the reaction of the U.S. was "excessive to the of­
fense." Aiken expressed more of an interest in the years ahead 
than in looking back three years. Mansfield and Symington said 
that they thought McNamara had been candid and honest in 1964, 
and again in the 1968 hearing. As Symington stated: " ... if there 
was a mistake, and you [McNamara] do not believe there was a 
mistake, it was an unintentional mistake; and there was no con­
spiracy, no effort to formulate something to mislead the American 
people so as to justify going into a more active state of belligerency 
with North Vietnam. Does that sum it up?" McNamara replied 
that it did. 144 · 

Mansfield said, ". . . three and a half years ago is a long time, 
and you [McNamara] were under pressure, we were under pres­
sure. Maybe we did some things we wouldn't do if we would be 
more careful. . . . " 14 5 

The Foreign Relations Committee did not issue a report on its 
1968 hearing on the Gulf of Tonkin incidents of 1964-Fulbright 
said he could not get a consensus-but the case against the admin­
istration, which was based on the committee's staff reports, was 
!Dade by Morse in three speeches in the Senate following the hear-
1Dgs.t4s 

In 1970, as was mentioned above, the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution 
was repealed. There the matter rests, except that it does not rest. 
Those who were involved in the debate over the Gulf of Tonkin in­
cidents have continued to argue their respective points of view. 
And although some additional evidence has become available, the 
radio intercepts are still classified, as are many of the cables be­
tween Washington and the field during the period in question, the 

' 42 Ibid., pp. 82-87. 
' 43 Ibid., p. 102. 
144Ibid., p. 106. 
14 "Ibid., p. 82. . . . 
14°CRS Interview with J. Wilham Fulbnght, Feb. 18, 1983, and CR, vol. 114, pp. 3813-3817, 

4578-4581, 4691-4697. 
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report of the President's Intelligence Advisory Board, and the corn. 
mand and control study. ·. 
Th~re. is,_ however, _no gainsaying the fact that the 1964 Gulf or' 

Tonkm mcidents achieved the purposes for which they were used·· 
They were used as the occasion on which to secure ' . 
approval of an open-ended resolution sanctioning if not . 
Presidential use of force in the Vietnam war. They also served a. 
polit~cal purpose in the 1964 U.S. Presidential election campaign, 
President Johnson, as well as Democrats running for Congress : 
could answer Republican claims of weakness and inaction by ' 
demonstration that the U.S. was determined to prevent, ""''"'£'""; 
while using its strength sparingly and for purposes of rtp·t.PT·r.,,ro,. .. 

In addition, the U.S. response to the incidents in the Gulf n~·-·- .... · 
an important political purpose in South Vietnam, where 
Khanh government was at least temporarily boosted and the 
sure to "go north" was assuaged. ' . 

Most importantly, the incidents provided an opportunity to dern-. •. 
onstrate to the North Vietnamese, as well as to the Chinese 
the Russians, that the U.S. would defend its forces. In addition 
limited and selective nature of the "crime" permitted a limited' 
selective "punishment," whereby the U.S. could seek to convey tO 
North. V~etnam and i~s allies that American interests and goall· 
were l~mi~d and. specific, and that force would be used sparingly.' 
Thus, m his pubhc statement announcing that the U.S. was retali· •· 
ating against North Vietnam, President Johnson said, " ... our reo.:. 
sponse, for the present, will be limited and fitting .... We still 
seek no wider war." 14 7 

147~ese _few words expr~ what the airstrikes were supposed to demonstrate: that the U.S. 
w_as actmg 1_n a~co~dan<:e ~th t~e policy or doctrine of "coercive diplomacy," an essential ingre. 
d1ent of wh1ch '!3 _reprlSill. -;-usmg_ force .to compel an opposing nation to change its behavior, 
rather than ach1evmg a military v1ctory m the traditional sense. See William R. Simons "The 
Vietn~m Intervention, 19.64-65," in Alexander L. George, David K. Hall, and William E. Sfmolll, 
The L1m1ts of Coercwe Diplomacy: Laos, Cuba, and Vietnam (Boston: Little, Brown, 1971); Theil;' 
When Governments Collide; Gordon A. Craig and Alexander L. George, Diplomatic ProbletM of 
Our Time (New York: Oxford University Press, 1983). 
On~ of the leading proponents of. this approach to the study and use of the "diplomacy of vio­

lence has been Thomas C. Schellmg of Harvard University. Thomas C. Schelling Arms and 
lnflue?"e (N~w Haven: Yale University ~ress, 1966). The references here are top. vli and ch. 4. 
Schelling sa1d he approved of U.S. reprlSill after the Gulf of Tonkin incidents. It was he saicl, 
"fitting" and "appropriate." "What made it seem fitting was not its success as a milita;.y threat. 
It was as an act of reprisal-as a riposte, a warning, a demonstration-that the enterprise apo 
P_ealed so w_idely as apl?ropriate." Airstrikes against the torpedo boat bases and supporting facili­
ties made 1t an ac~ _directly connB<:ted with the act committed against the U.S .. "Equivalent 
damage on other ~1litary ~urces m~ght have made as much sense militarily, but the symboliBm 
would have been different. Moreover, "Had the United States returned to the attack day after 
day, shooting at naval installations, port facilities, and warehouses, the entire operation would 
have lost neatness; the sensation of 'justice' would have been diluted; and the 'incident' would 
have been less well-defined; and it would have been harder to tell what was reprisal for the 
destroyer attack and what was opportunistic military action." 
~e Gulf of Tonkin reprisal, Schelling added, was, as a reprisal should be, "a reciprocal 

~chon, some punishment for a break in the rules." "Nominally, at least," he said, "the repriaal 
":' related. to the isolated breach of conduct, not the underlying continuing dispute. The motiva· 
bon and mtent can of course be more ambitious than that; the object can be a display of deter­
mination or impetuosity, not just to dissuade repetition but to communicate a much broader 
threat. One can even hope for an excuse to conduct the reprisal, as a means of communicating a 
more persuasive threat." 

CHAPTER 6 

TALKING PEACE AND PLANNING WAR 

Immediately after the U.S. reprisal against North Vietnam on 
August 5, 1961, the U.S. resumed the DESOTO patrols in the Gulf 
of Tonkin. At about 1:30 a.m. on August 5 (Vietnam time), prior to 
the retaliatory raids later that night, the order was given by CINC­
PAC for the patrol to resume at daylight. The Maddox and the 
Turner Joy did so, but later that day they were ordered to stop for 
rest and replenishment. 1 It is not clear when or whether they re­
sumed their patrol, but a short time later CINCPAC requested au­
thority to conduct still another patrol on August 12-17. This was 
deferred. The next patrol was made in mid-September. 2 

Ambassador Taylor favored resumption of the DE SOTO patrols, 
together with continuing U.S. air sweeps over the Gulf of Tonkin 
"with authority to engage DRV boats and aircraft. . . ." In a cable 
to Washington on August 9, in which he said that 34-A operations 
would be suspended while Washington reviewed the situation, 
Taylor also advocated U.S. armed reconnaissance mission over the 
Ho Chi Minh Trail area of Laos, with authority to conduct air­
strikes. "Any public statement regarding flights," he said, "would 
stress the need to protect our reconnaisance operations in Laos and 
avoid any other comment on operations." 3 

Taylor also proposed that on about January 1, 1965, the U.S. 
should begin implementing OPLAN 37-64 (the graduated pressure 
plan) by launching airstrikes against North Vietnam. 

At an NSC meeting on August 10, Rusk recommended that fur­
ther DESOTO patrols, as well as any additional military activities, 
should be held up "at least until we see what the other side does." 
As McGeorge Bundy's notes of the meeting state, "He [Rusk] em­
phasized, as he has repeatedly before and since, the importance 
from his point of view of keeping the responsibility for escalation 
on the other side." 4 

The notes further state: 
The President expressed his basic satisfaction with what had 

been accomplished in the last week. He said the reaction from 
Congress was good, and also from the people, judging by the 
polls. He said this response was quite a tribute to the Secretar­
ies of State and Defense. He warned, however, that if we 

'"Chronology of Events, Tuesday August 4 and Wednesday August 5, 1!)64, Tonkin Gulf 
Strike," cited above, pp. 20, 47-48. 

'Information about these subsequent patrols is contained in "Chronology of Events Relating 
to DE SOTO Patrol Incidents in the Gulf of Tonkin on 2 and 4 August 1964," cited above. Infor­
mation concerning the response of Washington to the CINCPAC request for a patrol on Aug. 12-
17 has been deleted, however. 

'Johnson Library, NSC History File, Gulf of Tonkin Attacks, Saigon to Washington :l64, Aug. 
9, 1964. 

•Johnson Library, NSF Aides File, McGeorge Bundy Memos to the President. 
(343) 
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should fail in the second challenge, or if we should do nothing 
further, we could find ourselves even worse off than before this 
last set of events. The President did not wish to escalate just 
because the public liked what happened last week. We would 
have to pick our own ground, nonetheless, instead of letting 
the other side have the ball, we should be prepared to take it. ' 
He asked for prompt study and recommendations as to ways 
this might be done with maximum results and minimum 
danger. He did not believe that the existing situation would 
last very long. 

Plans for Increasing the Pressure on North Vietnam 
In the aftermath of the U.S. airstrikes and passage of the Gulf of 

Tonkin Resolution, U.S. policymakers, as the President had direct­
ed, continued planning for further action against the Communists. 
This included steps to increase U.S. readiness, one of which was to 
leave, rather than to withdraw, most of the military reinforce­
ments, primarily air, that had been moved to the Pacific and to 
Vietnam and Thailand during the Gulf of Tonkin episode. 5 

The Pentagon Papers suggests that the use of airstrikes in the re­
prisal raids had the effect, however, of "denying options which had 
been considered useful alternatives to strikes against the North."& 
One of these was negotiation. In June, de Gaulle had again called 
for neutralization of Indochina and the withdrawal of all foreign 
forces. In July, he had advocated reconvening the 1954 Geneva 
Conference to deal with Vietnam. Then, on August 5, U.N. Secre­
tary-General U Thant called for a Geneva Conference on the Gulf 
of Tonkin incidents, and on August 6 he told Rusk and Adlai Ste­
venson, U.S. Ambassador to the U.N., that the U.S. and North 
Vietnam should meet to discuss ending the war. 7 The French, the 
Chinese, and the North Vietnamese supported such a move, but 
wanted the Conference to address the entire problem of Vietnam, 
as it had in 1954. 

There was strong opposition to these suggestions among U.S. pol­
icymakers, partly because of distrust of Communist diplomacy, and 
partly because such moves would undercut the gains made in re­
sponse to the Gulf of Tonkin incidents. There seems to have been a 
new resolve that the U.S. should not allow itself to be "negotiated 
out" of the war, and should not negotiate until it could negotiate 
from strength. 8 

•PP, DOD ed., IV, C. 2. (b), p. 13. 
8 /bid., p. 15. 
7 For the outcome of this see Walter Johnson, "The U Thant-Stevenson Peace Initiatives in 

Vietnam, 1964-1965," Diplomatic History, 1 (Summer 1977), pp. 285-290, and Thies, When Gov· 
ernments Collide, pp. 48-49. In addition, as well as for Stevenson's own position on Vietnam 
during this time, see John Bartlow Martin, Adlai Stevenson and the World (Garden City, N.Y.: 
Doubleday, 1977), pp. 793 ff. 

•Saigon to Washmgton 363, Aug. 9, 1964, the full text of which is in PP, Graveled., vol. m, 
pp. 522-524. In response to demands for negotiation on Laos, the State Department suggested a 
countermove, namely, dropping the previous demand that Communist forces withdraw from the 
Plaine des Jarres. Lao Government gains in Western Laos, it was argued, permitted this concee­
sion to be made safely. The suggestion produced a sharp reaction from various officials, howev· 
er, including Ambassador Taylor, who argued that it would have a "potentially disastrous effect. 
Morale and will to fil!'ht particularly willingness to push ahead with arduous pacification task 
. . . would be undermmed by what would look like evidence that U.S. seeking to take advantage 
of any slight improvement in non-(:ommunist position as excuse for extricating itself from Indo-

Continued 
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To reemphasize U.S. determination, and to warn of possible addi­
tional actions, as well as to continue to hold out the carrot of "eco­
nomic and other benefits," Canadian diplomat Seaborn again con­
ferred with the North Vietnamese on August 10, 1964, at the re­
quest of the U.S. The U.S. position reportedly angered Nor_th Viet­
namese Premier Pham Van Dong, but there was also sa1d to be 
some indication that the North Vietnamese might be receptive to 
negotiations. 9 

By mid-August, policymakers in Washington were beginning to 
discuss the next phase in U.S. policy, while the President turned 
his attention to the Democratic National Convention and the nomi­
nation of Hubert Humphrey for the Vice Presidency. W. W. Rostow 
circulated a memorandum proposing a program of "limited, grad­
uated military actions," which the Pentagon Papers summarized as 
follows: 10 

By applying limited, graduated military actions reinforced 
by political and economic pressures on a nation providing ex­
ternal support for insurgency, we should be able to cause that 
nation to decide to reduce greatly or eliminate altogether sup­
port for the insurgency. The objective of these pressures is not 
necessarily to attack his ability to provide support, although 
economic and certain military actions would in fact do just 
that. Rather, the objective is to affect his calculation of inter­
ests. Therefore, the threat that is implicit in initial U.S. ac­
tions would be more important than the military effect of the 
actions themselves. 

Rostow's proposal was sent to all of the relevant offices of the 
government, and a critique was prepared for the JCS by Henry 
Rowen in the Office of International Security Affairs in the De­
partment of Defense, with contributions from Rostow's own Policy 
Planning Staff in State. 11 The effectiveness of Rostow's proposal in 
influencing the North Vietnamese, the Rowen paper said, would 
depend upon three factors: 12 

The opponents would have to be persuaded that: (1) the 
United States was "taking limited actions to achieve limited 
objectives"; (2) "the commitment of the military power of the 
United States to the limited objective is a total commitment­
as total as our commitment to get the missiles out of Cuba in 
October 1962"; (3) the United States has "established a suffi­
cient consensus to see through this course of action both at 
home and on the world scene." Further, unless such an oppo­
nent were so persuaded, "the approach might well fail to be ef­
fective short of a larger U.S. military involvement." 

China via conf route." He said that a "rush to conference table would serve to confirm to CHI­
COMS that US retaliation for destroyer attacks was transient phenomenon and that firm 
CHICOM response in form of commitment to defend NVN has given the US 'Paper Tiger' 
second thoughts." "Under circumstances," he concluded, "we see very little hope that results of 
such a conference would be advantageous to us. Moreover, prospects of limiting it to consider­
ation of any Laotian problem appear at this time juncture to be dimmer than ever .... " 

•See Thies, When Governments Coll1de, pp. 47-48, and Allan E. Goodman, The Lost Peace: 
America 8 &arch for a Negotiated Settlement of the Vietnam War (Stanford: Hoover Institution 
Press, 1978), pp. 19-20. 

10PP, Graveled., vol. V, p. 336 . 
''See ibid., vol. III, pp. 201-202. 
"Ibid., with passages in quotes from the Aug. 21 Rowen memorandum. 



346 

The critique pointed out, further, that there might not be the 
necessary domestic consensus. "Given present attitudes, application t 

of the Rostow approach risks domestic and international opposition ' 
ranging from anxiety and protest to condemnation, efforts to disso- ·: , 
ciate from U.S. policies or alliances, or even strong countermeas-' 
ures. . . ." This problem, Rowen said, would be compounded by the 
fact that in order to make the Rostow proposal an explicit, declared 
policy of the United States, the U.S. would be required to make it· 
public before applying it, and that in turn would necessitate a 
public commitment. Debate on such a commitment might produce 
the kind of negative reaction which would prevent a firm, positive 
consensus from being formed, and thus prevent the plan from 
being carried out. 

Almost obscured by the esoteric language of this critique is the 
very plain suggestion that for these reasons such a U.S. plan of 
military action against the north should begin when there was an 
"occasion"-an "emergency situation"-for doing so: 

. . . the controlled, limited military actions implied in the 
Rostow approach would be far more acceptable to the extent 
that they were seen to follow from Presidential conviction of 
vital national necessity in a specific context, and even more to 
the extent that this conviction were shared by Congress and 
the U.S. public. An attempt to legitimize such actions in gen­
eral terms, and in advance of an emergency situation, would 
not only be likely to fail, but might well evoke public expres­
sion of domestic and allied opposition and denunciation . . . 
from opponents that would make it much more difficult for the 
President to contemplate this approach when an occasion actu­
ally arose .... 

On August 11 the State Department circulated a memorandum 
drafted by William Bundy, "Next Course of Action in Southeast 
Asia," a slightly different version of which was sent on August 14 
to Saigon, Vientiane and CINCPAC for comment. 13 Bundy said 
that as a result of the Gulf of Tonkin reprisal the North Vietnam­
ese and the Chinese were convinced only "that we will act strongly 
where U.S. force units are directly involved." The " ... solution in 
both South Viet-Nam and Laos will require a combination of mili­
tary pressure and some form of communication under which Hanoi 
(and Peiping) eventually accept the idea of getting out .... After, 
but only after, we have established a clear pattern of pressure, we 
could accept a conference broadened to include the Viet-Nam 
issue." (emphasis in original) Bundy proposed a three-phase series 
of action: 

Phase One-Military Silence (through August) 
Phase Two-Limited Pressure (September through Decem­

ber) 
Phase Three-More Serious Pressures (January 1965 and fol­

lowing) 
Phase One he described as a "short holding phase, in which we 

would avoid actions that would in any way. take the onus off the 

13For the complete text of the memo of Aug. 11, see ibid., pp. 524-529. The Aug. 14 cable is on 
pp. 533-537' 
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Communist side for escalation." The DE SOTO patrols and most 34-
A operations would be suspended. 

In Phase Two, most 34-A operations would be resumed, as would 
joint U.S.-Vietnamese military planning. Training of Vietnamese 
pilots would expand, and cross-border operations would be conduct­
ed against the corridor in Laos. Specific "tit-for-tat" actions, or "ac­
tions of opportunity," would be conducted in response to Commu­
nist attacks. 

Phase Two also would include the resumption of DE SOTO pa­
trols, but "Both for present purposes and to maintain the credibil­
ity of our account of the events of last week, they must be clearly 
dissociated from 34A operations both in fact and in physical ap­
pearance." 

Phase Three, for which Bundy suggested adopting Taylor's plan­
ning date of January 1, 1965, would include "action against infil­
tration routes and facilities," and "action in the DRV against se­
lected military-related targets," including the bombing of bridges, 
railroads, and petroleum facilities, as well as the mining of Hai­
phong harbor. "Beyond these points," Bundy added, "it is probably 
not useful to think at the present time." 14 (emphasis in original) 

There was general agreement from the field with the plan pro­
posed by Bundy. 15 CINCPAC said that it was important not to lose 
the "momentum" from the U.S. reaction to the Gulf of Tonkin at­
tacks, and that " ... pressures against the other side once institut­
ed should not be relaxed. . . ." He urged that, in addition to the 
steps recommended in the Bundy memo, the U.S. consider estab­
lishing a base in South Vietnam, preferably at Danang, that would 
facilitate U.S. operations and symbolize America's determination to 
stay the course. 

The U.S. mission in Saigon emphasized in its reply the need to 
strengthen Khanh's government. Until the viability of that govern­
ment could be demonstrated, Taylor said, the U.S. should proceed 
with caution: "Since any of the courses of action considered in this 
cable carry a considerable measure of risk to the US, we should be 
slow to get too deeply involved in them until we have a better feel 
of the quality of our ally." In addition, Taylor said that it was im­
portant for the Khanh government and the South Vietnamese mili­
tary to be strong enough to defend the country against possible 
Communist ground attacks which might result from U.S. air at­
tacks on the north, thereby relieving the U.S. of the need to make 
a major ground force commitment. 

The Joint Chiefs of Staff also approved generally of the Bundy 
plan, but said, ". . . accelerated and forceful action with respect to 
North Vietnam is essential to prevent a complete collapse of the 

14The memorandum concluded with comments on the handling of Laos negotiations. "We 
would wish to slow down. any pr~~ toward a conference," Bundy wrote, "and to hold Sou­
vanna to the firmest possible position. The conference should be put off until at least January 
1965. "If, despite our best .efforts, Souvanna on his own, or in response to third country pres­
sures! s~rted to move rapidly towa~ a conference, we would have a very difficult problem. If 
the tlmmg of the Laos conference, m relation to the degree of pressures we had then set in 
motion against the DRV, was such that our attending or accepting the conference would have 
major morale drawbacks in South Viet-Nam, we might well have to refuse to attend ourselves 
and to accept the disadvantages of having no direct participation. In the last analysis GVN 
morale would have to be the deciding factor." ' 

'"See the texts of the cables from Vientiane, Saigon, and CINCPAC in PP, Graveled., vol. III, 
pp. 541-548. 



348 

US position in Southeast Asia." 16 They also took issue with 
lor's "go-slow" approach, saying that they did not agree " ... 
we should be slow to get deeply involved until we have a better 
for the quality of our ally. The United States is already deeply 
volved ... only significantly stronger military pressures on the 
DRV are likely to provide the relief and psychological boost necee­
sary for attainment of the requisite governmental stability and via. 
bility." The JCS reiterated their previous position that "The mill• 
tary course of action which offers the best chance of success re- · 
mains the destruction of the DRV will and capabilities as necessary' 
~ compel t?e DRV to cease ,providing support to the insurgencies 
m South Vtetnam and Laos. There were at least two mid-August 
meetings of the President and his advisers to discuss these ideas, . 
but notes of those sessions are not yet available. 

By early September 1964, after considerable political turmoil in 
South Vietnam during the latter part of August, "a general consen- · 
sus had developed among high-level Administration officials " ac­
cording to the Pentagon Papers, "that some form of additiona:l and 
continuous pressure should be exerted against North Vietnam."lT 
In addition to the State (Bundy) proposal, McNaughton prepared 
for McNama~a. a "Pla.n of Action for South Vietnam," that pre­
sage~ the dec1s1ons ultimately made by the administration in 1965. 
(Iromcally, the memorandum reportedly was drafted by Daniel 
Ellsburg, one of McNaughton's assistants, who later released the 
Pentagon Papers to the press, and was very active in the antiwar 
moveme!lt.)l 8 "U.S. policy," said McNaughton, "has been to pacify 
South Vtetnam by aid and advice and actions within the borders of 
South. Viett;tam. This policy will not work without a strong govern- ' 
ment m Srugon. It has become apparent that there is no likelihood 
that a government sufficiently strong to administer a successful 
pacification program will develop. It follows that our current U.S. 
policy . . . will not succeed." In order to "reverse the present 
downward trend," and to prevent "a succession of government 
changes ending in a demand for a negotiated settlement " the 
memo said, the U.S. had to "inject some major new elemen~" into · 
the situation, both inside and outside South Vietnam. Inside-and 
here the memo anticipated the major decisions of 1965-it was pro­
posed that the U.S. establish a naval base, perhaps at Danang and 
(then under study, the memo said) enlarge the U.S. role "e.g., iarge 
num~ers of US ~_Pecial fo;ce~, divisions of regular combat troops, 
US a1r, etc., to mterlard wtth or to take over functions or geo­
graphical areas from the South Vietnamese armed forces." 

Outside the borders of South Vietnam, the McNaughton memo 
proposed a program beginning around October 1, but postponing to 
November or December any major escalation, designed to "put in­
creasing pressure on North Vietnam," but also to "create as little ' 
risk as possible of the kind of military action which would be diffi­
cult to justify to the American public and to preserve where possi· 
ble the option to have no US military action at all." Three specific 

18 Ibid., pp. 550-552 . 
. 17 Ibid., p. 192. For political developments in South Vietnam, see Shaplen, The Lost Revolu· 

tum. 
18See the text in PP, Graveled., vol. III, pp. 556-559. 
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actions, similar to those suggested by William Bundy, were recom­
mended by McNaughton: "(1) South Vietnamese air attacks on the 
Laotian infiltration routes. " These, the memo said, could provoke 
reaction~ from the ~mmunists that w~uld justify U.S. bombing of 
targets m North Vtetnam as well as a1r combat with North Viet­
namese MIG fighter planes. "(2) South Vietnamese sea attacks on 
North Vietnamese junks and shore facilities by bombardment and 
landings." North Vietnamese reaction could justify U.S. sea or air 
protection, as well as mining of North Vietnamese harbors. "(3) DE 
~OTO pat.rolf;. "}~o;th Yietnam~se reaction could justify U.S. "lim­
tted retaliation atrstnkes agamst the North, or, "especially if a 
U~ ship '!!ere sunk, to c~mmence a full-fledged squeeze on North 
Vtetnam. The memo satd that the patrols should be dissociated 
from 34-A operations, and operated "far out in international 
waters of th~ Gulf of Tonkin," but it also noted, "It is unlikely that 
the DRV w1ll attack our ships if they are outside the "12-mile 
limit."' (emphases in original) 

In addition to these actions, the memo stated that there would be 
other "actions of opportunity" that might justify U.S. retaliation. 

The concept underlying these proposals, the memorandum 
stated, ". . . in essence is: by doing legitimate things to provoke a 
DRV response and to be in a good position to seize on that re­
sponse, or upon an unprovoked DRV action, to commence a cre­
scendo of GVN-US military actions against the DRV." But care 
would have to be exercised during the election: "During the next 
two months, because of the lack of 'rebuttal time' before election to 
justify particular actions which may be distorted to the US public 
~e must ac~ with special care-signaling to the DRV that initia: 
tives are bemg taken, to the GVN that we are behaving energeti­
cally despite the restraints of our political season, and to the US 
public that we are behaving with good purpose and restraint." 

"In hindsight," William Bundy commented later 19 "the 
McNaughton paper reads like a reductio ad absurdum of the plan­
ner's art, combining realpolitik with the hyper-rationalist belief in 
control of the most refined American 'think-tank.' The Tonkin Gulf 
events had been unplanned but had turned out favorably; this 
paper can be read as an attempt to devise more Tonkin Gulfs to 
order. In the whole experience of the Vietnam War, the proposal 
was perhaps the most extreme attempt to plan systematically.' 
¥cGe~rge B~ndy also favored consideration of stronger military 

actions, mcludmg ground troops. In a memorandum to the Presi­
dent on August 31, in which he said that there was some question 
as to Khanh's ability to control the situation, he said: 20 

The lar~er question is whether there is any course of action 
that can tmpro.ve the chances in this weakening situation. A 
num.ber of cont.mgency plans for limited escalation are in prep­
aration. They mvolve three kinds of activities-naval harass­
ments, air interdiction in ~he Laos panhandle, and possible 
U.S. fleet movements resummg a presence on the high seas in 
the Gulf of Tonkin. The object of any of these would be more to 
heighten morale and to show our strength of purpose than to 

'"Bundy MS., ch. 15,_pj). 8-9. 
••Johnson Library, NSF Aidee File, McGeorge Bundy Memoe to the President. 
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accomplish anything very specific in a military seJ1se~-1un.leaa~: 
and until we move toward a naval quarantine. ·, 

One other possibility which we are discussing is the increase{ 
of a U.S. military presence in South Vietnam, perhaps by a< 
naval base, or perhaps by landing a limited number of Marinea1 . 
to guard specific installations. Bob McNamara is very strongly­
against the latter course, for reasons that are not clear to me,. · 
and you may wish to question him on it if we have a luncheon~ 
meeting tomorrow. . · 

A still more drastic possibility which no one is discussing ii : 
the use of substantial U.S. armed forces in operations ag~ 
the Viet Cong. I myself believe that before we let this countll': • 
go we should have a hard look at this grim alternative, and r · 
do not at all think that it is a repetition of Korea. It seems tO! 
me at least possible that a couple of brigade-size units put in to: . 
do specific jobs about six weeks from now might be good medi-1 
cine everywhere. ' 

Johnson Approves Some Additional Pressure 
On September 9, 1964, the President held a meeting to discuss 

U.S. policy toward Vietnam, especially the question of additional:; 
military pressures on North Vietnam. It was attended by all of the- · 
top policymakers, including Taylor, Rusk, McNamara, General! 
Wheeler, McCone, William Bundy, McNaughton, and McGeo~ 
Bundy. On September 6, before leaving for Washington, Taylor had · 
cabled Rusk concerning the situation in South Vietnam. 21 Recentl · 
events, he said, had caused him to conclude, contrary to his earlier .. 
position on the Bundy memorandum of August 11, that the U.S.' 
had no choice but to resort to increased pressure on North Viet;.; · 
nam, which he again suggested should begin around December 1;~ ' 
1964. ". . . after this recent experience . . . we must accept the' 
fact that an effective government, much beyond the capacity of 
that which has existed over the past several months, is unlikely to .· 
survive. We now have a better feel for the quality of our ally ...• ' 
Only the emergence of an exceptional leader could improve the sit-' 
uation and no George Washington is in sight." Taylor stressed the' 
importance of Vietnam in relation to "total world responsibilities"' 
of the United States, and said, "If we leave Vietnam with our tail' 
between our legs, the consequences of this defeat in the rest of 
Asia, Africa, and Latin America would be disastrous." 

Prior to the September 9 meeting, William Bundy and Michael 
Forrestal drafted a paper, "Courses of Action for South Vietnam," 
(September 8, 1964), in which they summarized the consensus 
reached by Rusk, McNamara, Taylor, and General Wheeler. This 
was its text:22 

COURSES OF ACTION FOR SOUTH VIETNAM 
This memorandum records the consensus reached in discus­

sions between Ambassador Taylor and Secretary Rusk, Secre­
tary MeN amara, and General Wheeler, for review and decision 
by the President. 

11 PP. Graveled., vol. II, pp. 336-337, from Saigon to Washington 768, Sept. 6, 1964. 
••Johnson Library, NSF Meetings File. An earlier and slightly different draft of this paper 

waa printed in PP, Gravel ed., vol. III, pp. 561-662. (emphases in original) 
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The Situation 
1. Khanh will probably stay in control and may make 

some headway in the next 2-3 months in strengthening the 
government (GVN). The best we can expect is that he and 
the GVN will be able to maintain order, keep the pacifica­
tion program ticking over (but not progressing markedly), 
and give the appearance of a valid government. 

2. Khanh and the GVN leaders are temporarily too ex­
hausted to be thinking much about moves against the 
North. However, they do need to be reassured that the US 
continues to mean business, and as Khanh goes along in 
his government efforts, he will probably want more US 
effort visible, and some GVN role in external actions. 

3. The GVN over the next 2-3 months will be too weak 
for us to take any major deliberate risks of escalation that 
would involve a major role for, or threat to, South Viet­
nam. However, escalation arising from and directed 
against US action would tend to lift GVN morale at least 
temporarily. 

4. The Communist side will probably avoid provocative 
action against the US, and it is uncertain how much they 
will step up VC activity. They do need to be shown that we 
and the GVN are not simply sitting back after the Gulf of 
Tonkin. 

Courses of Action 
We recommend in any event: 

1. US naval patrols in the Gulf of Tonkin should be re­
sumed immediately (about September 12). They should op­
erate initially beyond the 12-mile limit and be clearly dis­
sociated from 34A maritime operations. The patrols would 
comprise 2-3 destroyers and would have air cover from car­
riers; the destroyers would have their own ASW [Anti-Sub­
marine Warfare] capability. 

2. 34A operations by the GVN should be resumed imme­
diately thereafter (next week). The maritime operations 
are by far the most important. North Vietnam is likely to 
publicize them, and at this point we should have the GVN 
ready to admit that they are taking place and to justify 
and legitimize them on the basis of the facts on VC infil­
tration by sea. 34A air drop and leaflet operations should 
also be resumed but are secondary in importance. We 
should not consider air strikes under 34A for the present. 

3. Limited GVN air and ground operations into the cor­
ridor areas of Laos should be undertaken in the near 
future, to~ether with Lao air strikes as soon as we can get 
Souvanna s permission. These operations will have only 
limited effect, however. 

4. We should be prepared to respond on a tit-for-tat basis 
against the DRV in the event of any attack on US units or 
any special DRV /Vc;, action against SVN. The response for 
an attack on US umts should be along the lines of the Gulf 
of Tonkin attac~, agai!lst spec;:ific and related targets. The 
response to spec1al action agamst SVN should likewise be 
aimed at specific and comparable targets. 
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The main further question is the extent to which we should 
add elements to the above actions that would tend deliberately 
to provoke a DRV reaction, and consequent retaliation by us. 
Examples of actions to be considered would be running US 
naval patrols increasingly close to the North Vietnamese coast 
and/or associating them with 34A operations. We believe such 
deliberately provocative elements should not be added in the 
immediate future while the GVN is still struggling to its feet. 
By early October, however, we may recommend such actions 
depending on GVN progress and Communist reaction in the 
meantime, especially to US naval patrols. 

The JCS agreed with the four recommendations in Bundy's draft, 
but the Chiefs were split on the question of provocation.23 The 
Chairman of the JCS, General Wheeler, the Chief of Staff of the 
Army, Gen. Harold K. Johnson, and the Chief of Naval Operations, 
Adm. David L. McDonald, "consider that, based upon Ambassador 
Taylor's recommendations, we should not purposely embark upon a 
program to create an incident immediately but that ... we must 
respond approRriately against the DRV in the event of an attack 
on U.S. units. The Chief of Staff of the Air Force, Gen. John P. 
McConnell, and the Commandant of the Marine Corps, Gen. W al­
lace M. Greene, Jr., however, "believe that time is ~ainst us and 
military action against the DRV should be taken now.' 

The Chiefs also agreed that the war was not being won, and that 
U.S. forces would have to be used in order to win. 

At the meeting on September 9, the President asked if anyone 
disagreed with the four recommendations in Bundy's Paper. "No 
differing view was expressed," according to McGeorge Bundy's 
notes of the meeting. 24 "Secretary McNamara said we could try 
other things later on. Secretary Rusk concurred. General Wheeler 
said that of course a clear-cut incident might require appropriate 
action at any time, and there was general agreement with this 
thought." 

The President asked each of the principal officials who were 
present to comment on the four proposals. Taylor said that the 
Khanh government "was in a more uncertain condition than 
before," and that for this reason the U.S. should postpone major 
military actions against North Vietnam. But he also emphasiZed 
that in the long run such moves would be necessary. 

McCone agreed that a sustained air attack on the north would be 
dangerous in view of the political fragility of the south. 

When asked for his opinion, "Mr. Rusk said that a major deci· 
sion to go North could be taken at any time-'at 5-minutes notice.' 
He did not recommend such decision now. He thought we should 
take the four recommended actions and play for the breaks." 

Rusk added that a split might be developing in the "Communist 
Bloc," and if this happened the Chinese and the North Vietnamese 
might become more inhibited in Southeast Asia. 

Johnson asked Taylor what would happen if the Khanh govern· 
ment grew weaker, despite U.S. help. "Ambassador Taylor replied 
that as long as the armed forces are solid, the real power is 

.. Johnson Library, NSF Country File, Vietnam, JCS Memorandum CM·124-64, Sept. 9, 1964. 

.. Johnson Library, NSF Meeting Notes File. 
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secure." There was some discussion of who would assume power if 
Khanh "went out." Johnson also asked Taylor " ... to compare 
Khanh and Diem in the people's affections. The Ambassador re­
plied the people did not care for either one." 

"The President asked if anyone doubted whether it was worth all 
this effort. Ambassador Taylor replied that we could not afford to 
let Hanoi win, in terms of our overall position in the area and in 
the world. General Wheeler supported him most forcefully, report­
ing the unanimous view of the Joint Chiefs that if we should lose 
in South Vietnam, we would lose Southeast Asia. Country after 
country on the periphery would give way and look toward Commu­
nist China as the rising power of the area. Mr. McCone expressed 
his concurrence and so did the Secretary of State, with consider­
able force." 

For his part, the President, who concluded the meeting by ap­
proving the four recommended actions, said, ". . . the reason for 
waiting, then, must be simply that with a weak and wobbly situa­
tion it would be unwise to attack until we could stabilize our base." 
He told General Wheeler to explain to his military colleagues in 
the JCS that " ... we would be ready to do more, when we had a 
base .... [He] did not wish to enter the patient in a 10-round bout, 
when he was in no shape to hold out for one round. We should get 
him ready to face 3 or 4 rounds at least." 

The President's decisions were promulgated by NSAM 314, Sep­
tember 10, 1964,25 which directed that additional pressures be ex­
erted on North Vietnam in the four categories agreed upon, but 
that "the first order of business at present is to take actions which 
will help to strengthen the fabric of the Government of South Viet­
nam," and that "to the extent that the situation permits, such 
action should precede larger decisions." However, "If such larger 
decisions are required at any time by a change in the situation, 
they will be made." 

In passing, it is of interest to note that on September 10-15, 1964, 
a "war game" was run on the effects of bombing North Vietnam. 
Called Sigma II, the game was conducted by the Joint War Games 
Agency, Cold War Division, Joint Chiefs of Staff, and had as par­
ticipants some of the government's top Vietnam policymakers, in­
cluding General LeMay, General Wheeler, McGeorge Bundy, Wil­
liam Bundy, and John McNaughton. The results were startling, to 
say the least. What the game revealed, according to George Ball, 
was that "exhausting the 1964 target list presently proposed for 
airstrikes would not cripple Hanoi's capability for increasing its 
support of the Viet Cong, much less force suspension of present 
support levels on purely logistical grounds." 26 David Halberstam, 
who provides some of the details of the game, said that it demon­
strated "not how vulnerable the North was to U.S. bombing, but 
rather how invulnerable it was .... "27 

••For the text, see PP. Gravel ed., vol. Ill, pp. 565-566. For a detailed discussion of the position 
of the various parties and interests involved with respect to the actions discussed at the Sept. 9 
meeting see pp. 202-206. 

••George Ball, "Top Secret: The Prophecy the President Rejected," Atlantic (July 1972), p. 39. 
11 The But and the Brightat, p. 462 . 

Continued 
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William Bundy has said that Sigma II had very little effect on 
those who participated in the game. This is his explanation:zs 

Essentially we must have thought that the men who ran the 
game (civilians from outside government ... ) were too harsh 
in their judgments of how the two Vietnams would re­
spond .... I suppose the effect may have been greatest among 
those who had the time to immerse themselves in it; yet I 
cannot recall that any of the relevant staff members ever in­
voked the outcome in later discussions. Perhaps this reflects 
one of the most basic elements in this whole story-how much 
of planning and policy review came in the middle of days al­
ready full, and without the chance to stop and reflect. 

Some problems developed in implementing NSAM 314. In order 
for the U.S. to carry out military operations in Laos, it was neces­
sary to ayoid a c.ease-fire and to continue to dela>' the holding of 
another mternabonal conference on Laos. Workmg closely with 
Souvanna Phouma, the U.S. was able to prevent both the cease-fire 
and the conference, while laying plans for conducting cross-border 
operations in Laos in October 1964. The President refused to allow 
either U.S. airstrikes or any cross-border ground actions in Laos 
during September-October, probably because of the pending U.S. 
election, but in a cable to Vientiane on October 22 9 Rusk told the 
U.S. Ambassador to urge the Laotians to begin airs trikes on the 
corridor areas. These, he said, would be supported at a later time 
by U.S. airstrikes, which were "part of the over-all concept" but 
were not authorized at that time. On October 14, T-28s of the 'Royal 
Laotian Air Force (some with Thai pilots), under the direction of 
U.S. advisers, conducted bombing raids on the corridor areas with 
the combat air patrol support of U.S. planes. The U.S. air s~pport 
role, however, was not acknowledged, partly to avoid publicly em­
barrassing Souvanna Phouma, who had accepted the plan. It was 
also not acknowledged that the T-28 program was directed by the 
United States. 

There were also delays in implementing other aspects of NSAM 
314. The DE SOTO patrols were resumed on September 12 but 
were suspended by the President on September 18, (and n~t re­
sumed until February 1965), after an incident on September 17 in 
which U.S. destroyers fired at and reportedly hit several boats, pre­
sumed to be North VIetnamese torpedo boats, despite the lack of 
torpedo sightings or gunfire from the other vessels. (As a result 34-
A maritime operations were not resumed until October 4 and then 
only with very explicit advance approval each month by the 303 
Committee of the NSC.)30 

The c~nclusi~ns of Sigma I, condu~ted in the spring of 1964, were also contrary to many of the 
assufl!ptlons bemg ma~e by U.S. pohcymakers. Rather than being deterred by U.S. (Blue Team) 
bon:tbmg, the North VIet~am~ (Red Team) took steps to defend themselves, while continuing 
their support of Commumsts m the south. For each U.S. move, the North Vietnamese made an 
!lPPare!ltl.y effective countermove. General LeMay finally told McGeorge Bundy at one of the 
~~termissions. that the U.S. sh~~ld make full use of its air power, and, if necessary, should 
bomb them mto the Stone Age. Halberstam, p. 462. According to William Sullivan (CRS Inter­

view with William Sullivan, July 31, 1980), by the end of Sigma I, (1970 in the time frame of the 
game), the U.S. had 500,000 troops in Vietnam but was still faced with a stalemate and with 
draft riots at home. For more details see Sullivan, Obbligato, 1939-1979: Notes on a Foreign 
Service Career (New York: W. W. Norton, 1984), pp. 178-181. 

18Bundy MS., ch. 15, appendix 1, p. 3. 
20The text is in PP, Gravel ed., vol. III, pp. 576-577. 
30See the directive for these procedures, ibid., p. 571. 
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In contrast to the August 4 incident, the President questioned 
whether there had been an attack, and seemed reluctant to act 
without better evidence. Conceivably, he may have wanted to avoid 
a further display of U.S. military power at that point in his cam­
paign, particularly since he had already done so in August, and, 
having the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution, did not feel the same need 
for congressional approval. He may also have doubted the value, 
either in the war or in the campaign, of another retaliatory strike 
at that time against North Vietnam, especially when the South Vi­
etnamese Government was so unstable. In a meeting on September 
18 to discuss the report of an attack he said he was "not interested 
in rapid escalation on so frail evidence and with a very fragile gov­
ernment in South Vietnam," and at a meeting on September 19 he 
"pointed out that nothing would be more useful in the next six 
weeks than a real success on the ground [by South Vietnamese 
forces], for both domestic and international reasons." 3 1 

Moreover, even though the reports of the August 4 and Septem­
ber 18 incidents were similar, there were basic differences in the 
circumstances surrounding the two events. For one thing, there 
was only one ship involved in the September 18 incident, and al­
though McNamara said that there were eyewitness reports of an 
attack, and one intercept that "appeared to indicate," that North 
Vietnamese ships were under attack, the reporting was said to be 
much "thinner," and the evidence of actual hostile attack "thin to 
non-existent." The August 4 incident had also been preceded by a 
confirmed attack on August 2, thus creating the expectation that 
another attack might occur at any time, and a receptivity to believ­
ing that a second attack had occurred when it was so reported. 
There was also the need, strongly felt on August 4, to respond to a 
second attack after not responding to the first. 

It is also likely that the President was more cautious after the 
August 4 incident. He was reported, in fact, to have commented 
several days later, "Hell, those dumb stupid sailors were just shoot­
ing at flying fish." 

Thus, in the meeting at 2:30 p.m. on September 18, after the 
report of an air attack was received at 9:15a.m., President Johnson 
"proved very skeptical about the evidence to date, and he was 
deeply annoyed that leaks apparently from the Pentagon were pro­
ducing pressure for a public statement before we knew what we 
wanted to say." Although he authorized preparations for retalia­
tion against targets in the southern part of North Vietnam (the 
JCS proposed attacking oil supplies in the Hanoi/Haiphong area, 
preceded by attacks on North Vietnamese MIG fighter planes, but 
Rusk preferred a smaller scale strike, and the Chiefs were told by 
MeN amara to plan for attacks on targets in the southern part of 
North Vietnam which were not defended by MIGs), additional re­
ports during the afternoon raised further doubts that an attack 
had occurred, and the preparatory order was cancelled. A daylight 

"'These and other quotes are f~om ~cGeorge Bundy's Memorandum for the. Record of Sept. 
20, 1964, Johnson Library, NSF A1des File, McGeorge Bundy Memos to the President, "The Gulf 
of Tonkin Incident, September 18." The President's remark about "flying fish" is from Karnow 
Vietnam, p. 374, and Ball's comment is from TM Post Haa Another Pattern, pp. 879-380. ' 
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search was ordered of the area in which the attack was said to 
have occurred. 

By the next morning (September 19), "it was clear that the 
search had proven negative. Summary reports from CINCPAC and . 
others had somewhat hardened the evidence that [North Vietnam. 
ese] vessels had been in the area, but the general conclusion was 
that these vessels had not attempted an aggressive attack." In a 
meeting at 11 a.m. with top officials, the President "continued to 
make clear his very grave doubt that there had been any hostile 
vessels, let alone an intent to attack." The President "found only' 
the intercept persuasive." (Even the intercept was subsequently 
discounted.) He asked Gen. Marshall S. Carter of the CIA for hi8 
opinion, and Carter replied that there probably had been North Vi­
etnamese vessels in the area. Rusk said this was 99 percent proba­
ble, and stressed the importance of "not seeming to doubt our 
naval officers on the spot. The President replied somewhat sharply . 
that he was not planning to make a radio broadcast on the matter . 
but that he did think it important to find out exactly what hap-. 
pened. He also repeated his irritation at having his hand forced by' 
an AP J,Associated Press] report obtained from some junior military 
officer. ' 

MeN amara suggested that the DE SOTO patrols be renewed, but'· 
George Ball questioned whether this would be wise, and the Presi­
dent is said to have found "considerable force" in Ball's argument. 
This is Ball's rendition: · 

... Secretary McNamara proposed a further DE SOTO · 
Patrol to show the flag and prove to Hanoi and the world that' 
we were not intimidated. The project was briefly discussed;' ' 
there was general agreement around the table; the President' . 
indicated his approval to go forward. I had said little during· • 
the discussion, but I now spoke up, "Mr. President, I urge you 
not to make that decision. Suppose one of those destroyers is 
sunk with several hundred men aboard. Inevitably, there'll be 
a Congressional investigation. What would your defense be? . 
Everyone knows that the DE SOTO Patrols have no intelli·· 
gence mission that couldn't be accomplished just as well by 
planes or small boats at far less risk. The evidence will strong- ·· 
ly suggest that you sent those ships up the Gulf only to pro­
voke attack so we could retaliate. Just think what Congress 
and the press would do with that! They'd say you deliberately ... 
used American boys as decoy ducks and that you threw away 
lives just so you'd have an excuse to bomb. Mr. President, you 
couldn't live with that. 

No one spoke for a long moment. The President seemed dis­
concerted and confused. Then he turned to MeN amara: "We 
won't go ahead with it, Bob. Let's put it on the shelf." 

According to the notes of the meeting, after Ball's comment the 
President asked General Wheeler to explain the military value of 
the patrols. Wheeler did so, adding that more important than the 
intelligence-gathering functions of the patrols was the "general 
proposition that we should not allow ourselves to be denied free 
movement on the high seas." Rusk "supported this argument 
strongly by saying that the 'bandits' in North Vietnam finally ' 
needed to know that we were in the area and had no intention of 
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being driven out." The President said he accepted these argumer;tts. 
and was prepared to continue the patrols if there was adequate ~us­
tification. He asked McNamara and Wheeler to prepare such a JUS­
tification, and for Ball to "serve as critic" of their argument. 

The Vietnam Issue in the Presidential Campaign 
During the Presidential election campaign then in progress, 

President Johnson stressed his combination of firmness l!lnd re­
straint in dealing with matters of war and peace, as exemphfied by 
his response to the Gulf of Tonkin attacks. This is one reporter's 
description of the way in which Johnson used the peace-war 
issue:32 

• • • 
... having shown his .s~rength, [Gulf of Ton~n] h?,vmg .d~; 

minished Goldwater's abihty to charge him with. a no-w~n 
policy and with soft-headedness toward Commumsm, havmg 
established his own "restraint," Johnson seemed free to do 
what came so naturally to so political a creature. With every 
rattle of the Goldwater sword, every reference to the use of nu­
clear weapons by the Air Force general [Goldwater,_ who ~as a 
general in the Air Force Reserve] on the Repubhcan ticket, 
every provocative remark about bombing the North from the 
avid jet pilot [Goldwater] who was his oppo~ent, J~h.nson was 
lured by politics into the profitably contrastmg position of. de­
ploring-even forbidding-war, escalation, and nuclear brmk-
manship. . . 

As one part of his strategy of contrasting his restramt With the 
alleged lack of restraint of his op~nent, John~on m9:de a very 
pointed issue of his policy toward VIetnam, especially with respect 
to the possible use of U.S. combat f<;>rces. The m?st frequently 
quoted of his statements was the one m Akron, 0~10, O!l Oct?ber 
21, 1964, where he said, "Sometimes our folks get a httle Impatient. 
Sometimes they rattle their rockets some, and they bluff about 
their bombs. But we are not about to send American boys 9 or 
10 000 miles away from home to do what Asian boys ought to be 
doing for themselves." 33 This _theme was re_peated in many other 
speeches given by Johnson durmg the campaign. . 

Johnson said in his memoirs34 that those who decided that he 
was the "'peace candidate' . . . were not willing to hear anything 
they did not want to hear." He said he wanted peace, but not at 
"any price." "They knew Lyndon Johnson was not goin~ to pull.up 
stakes and run. . . . They knew too ~hat I w~ not gomg_ to WIP!; 
out Hanoi or use atom bombs to defohate the VIetnamese JUngles. 
A review of the themes of his campaign speeches in the Public 
Papers of the Presidents confirms that he made the keeping of 
peace the central issue in the campaign. In a speech in Atlanta, 
Georgia, on Oc~ober 26, _1964, he. s~id as mu~h: "There. is only on.e 
real issue in thiS campaign, and It IS a very Important Issue, and It 
is probably the most important issue that you will ever decide in 
your lifetime. That issue is peace or war." He went on to contrast 

saTorn Wicker "The Wrong Rubicon," Atlantic Monthly (May 1968), p. 75. See also Kearns, 
Lyndon Johnaon 'and the American Dream, pp. 19S.I99. 

sa Public Papers of the Praidents, Lyndon B. Johnson, 1968-1964, pp. 1390-1391. 
04 The Vanfa,ge Point, p. 68. 
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his qualifications for keeping the peace with those of Goldwater 
without mentioning names, and added, "There are parents in this· 
crowd that took their son down to the depot to say goodby to him ·. 
in World War I and World War II, and I pray they will never have. 
to do that again." 35 

One of Johnson's strongest supporters during the 1964 campaign · 
was Senator Fulbright. He was convinced that Goldwater was dan­
gerous, and that Johnson, as Fulbright said of him in a seconding. 
speech at the Democratic National Convention, was "a man of un­
derstanding with the wisdom to use the great power of our nation , 
in the cause of peace." 36 In another speech Fulbright said: 37 

The foreign policy issue in this campaign is as profound as, 
any that has ever arisen between the two great American po­
litical parties. The Goldwater Republicans propose a radical 
new policy of relentless ideological conflict aimed at the elimi­
nation of Communism and the imposition of Amer.ican con­
cepts of freedom on the entire world. The Democrats under 
President Johnson propose a conservative policy of opposing · 
and preventing Communist expansion while working for limit- · 
ed agreements that will reduce the danger of nuclear war. 

Fulbright's fear of Goldwater and his confidence in Johnson were 
also, as was indicated earlier, a key factor in his strong support of 
the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution. As he said later: 38 "I did so because 
I was confident that President Johnson would use our endorsement 
with wisdom and restraint. I was also influenced by partisanship: 
an election campaign was in progress and I had no wish to make 
any difficulties for the President in his race against a Republican 
candidate whose election I thought would be a disaster for the 
country." 

"A part of Fulbright's future anguish over his role in the resolu- · 
tion," according to two of his biographers, 39 "concerned what he 
felt was his own blindness at the time. Fulbright was so deeply in­
volved in the Goldwater-Johnson campaign that he lost his critical 
detachment. He was so opposed to Goldwater, so certain Goldwater. 
was rash and improvident, that he could not believe Johnson capa­
ble of aggressive military actions. As he would say in private 
later, ... 'It just seemed sort of really treasonable to question that 
damn Tonkin Gulf resolution at that time. But looking back on it 
now, there's just no excuse for it. I mean, in the first place, it's ob­
viously questionable on its face as to whether it was provoked or 
not. I mean, from what I know now and what I knew then-it 
would look to me that the whole damn thing was provoked, that it 
was planned that way.' He would add: 'This sort of leaves you very, 
very doubtful."' . 

Many other prominent Americans appear to have been persuad­
ed to support Johnson, in part, at least, because of the restraint he 
seemed to be demonstrating in Vietnam, as well as in the use of 
force as an instrument of national policy. This seems to have been 

••Public Papers of the Presidents, Lyndon B. Johnson, 1963-1964, pp. 1452-1453. 
38From the text of the speech, University of Arkansas Library, Fulbright Papers, series 72, 

box 24. 
31 CR, vol. 110, p. 21677. 
38J. William Fulbright, The Arrol{Once of Power (New York: Random House, 1966), pp. 51-52. 
30Johnson and Gwertzman, Fulbnght the DiJJsenter, p. 198. 

359 

an important factor, for example, in the decision of some leading 
businessmen, primarily Republicans, to endorse and work for John­
son through an "independent" committee set up in late August 
1964 by Henry H. Fowler, then Deputy Secretary of the Treasury, 
and chaired by John T. Connor, a Democrat and President of 
Merck & Company, and John I. Loeb, a registered Republican and 
senior partner in a Wall Street brokerage firm. One member of 
this group was Marriner Eccles, a financier and former chairman 
of the Federal Reserve System, who had strong connections with 
Democratic politicans. Eccles said that Johnson's announced oppo­
sition to sending American boys to fight in Asia was the principal 
reason for his decision to join the group. 

Sixteen other prominent figures became members of a bipartisan 
group which became known as the "Wise Men," officially called 
the Advisory Panel on Foreign Affairs. It was announced on Sep­
tember 9, 1984 in connection with the Presidential campaign, and 
an internal White House memorandum on September 17, reporting 
on the assistance being given by the NSC staff to the campaign, 
stated: "We have had our little triumphs. The timely announce­
ment of the Presidential Peace Consultants was one." On Septem­
ber 22, McGeorge Bundy recommended to the President that he 
meet with the group and release the text of his statement to them. 
"The object would be to get a headline on Johnson, bipartisanship, 
and peace, together with a picture of you meeting with these men. 
It is not a big story, but it is a good one." 40 It should be noted, 
however, that although the group was organized in connection with 
the campaign, it subsequently played a role of some importance in 
supporting Johnson's decision to go to war in July 1965, and in. per­
suading him in March 1968 that the U.S. should seek a negotiated 
settlement. 

Balls Dissent 
While Lyndon Johnson was campaigning on keeping American 

boys out of Vietnam, his advisers were worrying about what they 
considered to be the increasing fragility of South Vietnam. A spe­
cial intelligence estimate on October 1, 1964 concluded that the po­
litical situation was continuing to deteriorate, and that there were 
no prospects that the Khanh government would be able to reverse 
the trend. 41 

In a memorandum to Johnson on October 1, giving him some 
pointers for a press interview, McGeorge Bundy suggested he "give 
a hint of firmness." Bundy added:42 

It is a better than even chance that we will be undertaking 
some air and land action in the Laotian corridor and even in 

4 °For the announcement of the group, see the New York Times, Sept. 10, 1964. The memo of 
Sept. 17, from Chester Cooper to McGeorge Bundy, is in the Johnson Library, NSF Name File, 
CoOper Memos, and the Sept. 22 Bundy memo is in NSF Aides File, McGeorge Bundy Memos to 
the President, where there is additional material in a folder labelled "President's Consultants 
on Foreign Affairs (Peace Plan)." Members of the group were: Dean Acheson, Eugene R. Black, 
Gen. Omar N. Bradley, John Cowles, Arthur H. Dean, Allen W. Dulles, Rosewell L. Gilpatric, 
Paul G. Hoffman, George B. Kietiakowsky, Arthur Larson, Morris I. Liebman, Robert A. Lovett, 
John J. McCloy, Teodoro MOIICOIIO, James Perkina, and James J. Wadsworth. 

USNIE 53-2-64, summarized in PP, Grave~ ed., vol. Ill, p. 133. For the South Vietnamese polit­
ical situation see Shaplen, TM Lo.t Revolutwn. 

••NSF Aides Files, McGeorge Bundy Memoe to the Pr.ident. 
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North Vietnam within the next two months, and we do not· 
want the record to suggest even remotely that we campaigned 
on peace in order to start a war in November. The middle:. 
course we are on could well require pressure against those who 
are making war against South Vietnam,. but the. timing and 
techniques of such pressure are a very dehcate busmess, as you 
have said several times before. 

On October 2, James Reston of the New York Times reported 
that some of Johnson's advisers were talking openly about expand-· 
ing the war, " ... and not ~mly advoca~ing but almost lobbyi~g for' 
such a course of action. It IS even possible now to hear offiCials of 
this Government talking casually about how easy it would be to 
'provoke an incident' in the Gulf of Tonkin that would justify an ' 
attack on North Vietnam .... " 43 . 

On October 3, the President returned to Washington for a meet­
ing with his advisers. They discussed the situation and U.S. Op-' 
tions, especially the systematic bombi~g of .North ~ietnam, which , 
McNamara said was the only alternative bemg considered by those· 
making contingency plans. Under Secretary of State George Ball' 
attended the meeting, and expressed his opposition to increased: 
U.S. military involvement, and to the bombing of North Vietnam. 

On October 5, Ball completed a long (67 pages, single-spaced)· 
memorandum for Rusk, McNamara and McGeorge Bundy in which 
he articulated these views.44 Because of the deteriorating political• 
situation in South Vietnam, Ball said, the U.S. faced a "major deci..! 
sion of national policy." There were four options:45 i 

(1) We could continue along current lines, recognizing that atl 
some point we should either be thrown out by a .. · 
coup in Saigon or be forced to a deeper involvement "by the~ . 
manifest hopelessness of the present course of action." '·· 

(2) We could take over the war by injecting substantial 
United States ground forces, but in that event "our situation' · 
would, in the world's eyes, approach that of France in the, 
1950s." . 1 •• 

(3) We could mount an offensive against the North to liD·• 
prove our bargaining position for negotiation. But though pref· · 
erable to a ground force commitment, that would lead to the. 
same result by provoking the North Vietnamese to send· 
ground forces to the South that could be effectively counteredt 
only by United States ground forces. 

(4) Finally, we might try to bring back a political settlement 
without direct US military involvement that would check, or 
at least delay, the extension of Communist power into South 
Vietnam. 

In his discussion of these options Ball said, "The maintenance of 
a non-Communist South Vietnam is of considerable strategic value 
to the United States ... [but] our primary motive ... is unques­
tionably political. It is to make clear to the whol~ Free W?rld.thalft. 
we will assist any nation that asks for our help m defendmg Itse .. 

<ONew York Times, Oct. 2, I964. , he 
.. For the text see the Atlantic (July 1972), cited above. See also Balls, The Past Has Anot r 

Pattern and Halberstam, The Best and the Brightest, pp. 491-499. 
40Th~ summary of these options is from Ball, The Past Has Another Pattern, pp. 380..381. 
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against Communist aggression." U.S. policy, he said, was "defended 
on the proposition that America cannot afford to promote a se!tl~­
ment in South Viet-Nam without first demonstratmg the superiori­
ty of its own military power-or, in othe~ words, giving the Nort~ 
Vietnamese a bloody nose. To do otherwise would enormously di­
minish American prestige around the world and cause others to 
lose faith in the tenacity of our purpose and the integrity of our 
promises." This policy, he said, needed to be reexamined "before 
we commit military forces to a line of action that could put events 
in the saddle and destroy our freedom to choose the policies that 
are at once the most effective and the most prudent." 

Ball questioned the efficacy of military action against North 
Vietnam, particularly in view of the instability of the Government 
of South Vietnam. "If the political situation in Saigon should con­
tinue to crumble," he said, "air action against North Viet-Nam 
could at best bring a Pyrrhic victory. Even with diminished North 
Vietnamese support for the Viet Cong, a disorganized South Viet­
namese Government would be unable to eliminate the insurgency." 
Moreover, North Vietnam believed victory was near, and as long as 
it did it would "probably be willing to accept very substantial costs 
from United States air action." 

If there were a large increase in infiltration from the north, or 
the direct use of North Vietnamese forces, U.S. ground troops 
would be required, Ball said, and this would have a number of ad­
verse consequences. The U.S. would have to take charge of the war, 
and thus would tend to be put in the earlier position of the French. 
It would also create problems at home, and "The frustrations and 
anxieties that marked the latter phases of the Korean struggle 
would be recalled and revived-and multiplied in intensity." 

Once military action was undertaken against the north, it would 
be difficult to prevent or control escalation: "Once on the tiger's 
back we cannot be sure of picking the place to dismount." If 
ground fighting were prolonged, and especially if the Chinese en­
tered the war, there would be pressure to use nuclear weapons. 
This, in turn, could affect the "fragile balance of terror on which 
much of the world has come to depend for the maintenance of 
peace," as well as creating "discouragement and a profound sense 
of disquiet" in the U.S. 

Ball summed up his analysis as follows: 
1. Unless the political base in Saigon can be made secu~e, 

the mounting of military pressure against the North would m­
volve unacceptable risks. 

2. To persuade the North Vietnamese Government to leave 
South Viet-Nam alone, military pressure against Hanoi would 
have to be substantial and sustained. 

3. Even with substantial and sustained military pressure it is 
improbable that Hanoi would permanently abandon its aggres­
sive tendencies against South Viet-Nam so long as the govern­
mental structure in South Viet-Nam remained weak and in­
capable of rallying the full support of the South Vietnamese 
people. 

4. The United States cannot substitute its own presence for 
an effective South Vietnamese Government and maintain a 
free South Viet-Nam over a sustained period of time. 
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5: We must be clear as to the profound consequences of a 
Umted States move to apply sustained and substantial military 
pressure against North Viet-Nam. The response to that move­
or even the deployments required by prudence in anticipation 
of a response-would radically change the character of the war 
and the Un~ted State~'s relation to the war. The war would 
be~ome a direc.t conflict be~ween the United States and the 
Asian Commumsts (North VIet-Nam cum Red China). 

. 6. Once t~e U_nited States had actively committed itself to 
direct confliCt with the North Vietnamese and Hanoi had re­
sponded, we could not be certain of controlling the scope and 
extent of escala~ion .. We cannot ignore .the danger-slight 
though some beheve It to be-that we might set in train a 
series of events leading, at the end of the road to the direct 
intervention of China and nuclear war. ' 
. 7. Finally, it remains to be proved that in terms of U.S. pres­

tige and our W?rld position, we would risk less or gain more 
thro~gh enl.a~gtng the. war than through searching for an im­
mediate pohtical solution that would avoid deeper U.S. involve­
ment. 

With respect to a political settlement, Ball concluded that better 
results could be obtained if negotiations were conducted before 
rather than after an air offensive. After weighing the various fac­
tors and alternatives he said he thought a large-scale conference ' 
alon~ .the lines of the 1962 Conference on Laos would be the most 
propi.tu~us, bu~ heals? s;;tw some hope in working through the U.N. 

This IS Ball s descnption of the response to his memorandum:u 
When I completed the memorandum, I sent it to Secretary 

~cNamara, Mac Bundy, and Secretary Rusk. Bob McNamara 
m ~~rtic~lar seemed shocked that anyone would challenge the 
verities m such an abrupt and unvarnished manner and im­
plied that I had been imprudent in putting such doubts on 
p~per. My colleagues seemed somewhat more concerned with a 
possible leak than with the cogency of what I had written. We 
agreed, however, to ~eet and discuss the specific points in the 
meln:orandum, reservmg two Saturdays for that purpose. But it 
reqmred only one meet~ng, which took place on Saturday, No­
vember 7, 1964, to convmce me that there was no point in car­
ryi~g the a~gument further. My colleagues were dead set 
agamst the views I presented and uninterested in the point-by­
point discussion I had hoped to provoke. They regarded me 
with benign tolerance; to them, my memorandum seemed 
merely an idiosyncratic diversion from the only relevant prob­
lem: how to win the war. 

For his part, McGeorge Bundy said, "My principal difficulty with 
Georg~'s ar~ment:s through that winter and the spring of '65 was 
not with his worries that things might not work, because it was 
perfectly clear that they might not work. . . . I never found his 
picture of the alternative very persuasive, or, indeed persuasive at 
all."47 ' 

.. Ibid., pp. 383-384. 
41CRS Interview, McGeorge Bundy, Jan. 8, 1979. 
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In mid-October 1964, Ambassador Taylor stepped up his cam­
paign for stronger U.S. military action, warning that the political 
situation in South Vietnam was becoming more serious, and that 
with higher infiltration from the north and the end of the rainy 
season the Communists were more of a threat than ever. "I feel 
sure," he cabled Washington on October 14, "that we must soon 
adopt new and drastic methods to reduce and eventually end such 
infiltration if we are ever to succeed in South Vietnam."48 

The JCS agreed. To defeat the guerrillas in South Vietnam, they 
said on October 21, the U.S. should attack the problem at its 
source-North Vietnam-by "control of the boundaries or by elimi­
nating or cutting off the source of supply and direction."49 

On October 27, the Chiefs again proposed a major military pro­
gram for "applying military pressures on the . . . DRV to the 
extent necessary to cause the DRV to cease support and direction 
of the insurgency," and for accelerating the counterinsurgency pro­
gram in South Vietnam. Among the actions recommended were a 
resumption of the DE SOTO patrols and airstrikes by Vietnamese 
and unidentified U.S. planes (with U.S. pilots) against targets in 
Laos and North Vietnam. 110 

Agreement on a General Plan of Action 
While the JCS proposal of October 29 was being considered, the 

Communists staged a raid on the air base at Bien Hoa on Novem­
ber 1, killing five Americans, wounding 76, and destroying or dam­
aging 27 of the 30 B-57s that, according to the Pentagon Papers 
" ... had been deployed to South Vietnam to serve notice upon 
Hanoi that the United States had readily at hand the capacity to 
deliver a crushing air attack on the North."111 Townsend Hoopes 
gave this description of how the decision was made to move the 
planes to Bien Hoa: 112 

Shortly after the Tonkin episode, there occurred another of 
those consequential inadvertencies that seem an unavoidable 
element of the U.S. governmental process-in which so much 
is asked of a few overworked men. It came to the attention of 
the White House staff that the Air Force was planning, within 
a few days, to move a squadron of B-57 bombers from the Phil­
ippines to Bien Hoa in South Vietnam. These were obsolescent 
aircraft being used to provide jet training for the South Viet­
namese. The training was being conducted at Clark Field in 
the Philippines, but no decision had been taken to turn the air­
craft over to South Vietnam (among other difficulties, the in­
troduction of jet equipment would involve a violation of the 
1954 Geneva Accords). The Air Force now wished however to 
shift the training to Vietnam. 

Both Michael Forrestal . . . and William Bundy . . . thought 
the proposed move was a bad idea, for they feared that U.S. 
aircraft sitting in Vietnam would become an irresistible target 
for Viet Cong attack. Hastily they took the issue to Rusk in an 

48PP, Graveled., vol. III, p. 207. 
40 Ibid., p. 208. 
OOibid. 
"'Ibid., p. 288 . 
••Townsend Hoopes, The Limit. of Intervention (New York: David McKay, 1970), p. 27. 
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effort to head off the move, getting an appointment with hhn. 
late on a September afternoon. Rusk was not 
pressed by their argument, but agreed to up the pnon11t1 
and call MeN amara. While Forrestal and stood by 
edge of his desk, he talked to McNamara for five 
utes. Then, putting down the phone, he said has so 
issues with the JCS that he would rather finesse this 
unless we are prepared to take a very strong position. I don 
think we are. It seems to me a rather small matter." 

The B-57s were duly moved to Bien Hoa. After sitting 
that air base for about two months, six of the aircraft were 
molished by VietCong mortars on November 1, just two 
before the U.S. election; five Americans were killed and 
ty-six wounded. 

Taylor and the Joint Chiefs urged the President to retaliate 
Bien Hoa by airstrikes on the north. 63 The Joint Chiefs 
that failure to retaliate would encourage the Communists to ......... .,£-­
take additional attacks. Taylor said that if airstrikes were reject;ect 
there should be increased pressure through selective uv1.uu.u1,.; 

34-A operations. The President, supported by Rusk and McNuu.IHriiL 
decided against such a move. In his memoirs Johnson said: ' 
of us were very much aware of the continuing unsteadiness of the 
South Vietnamese government and its military weakness. We.· 
judged the concerns of September still valid. I was worried too · 
about possible Viet Cong retaliation against U.S. dependents in[· 
Saigon. With all of these considerations in mind, I decided against: 
a retaliatory strike."64 i. 

The possible adverse effects on the Presidential election, then 
only two days away, was another unspoken reason for the decision) 
not to retaliate at that point. Louis Harris of the Harris Poll re-A 
ported receivin? a telephone call on November 1 from Bill Moyers, 1· 
one of Johnson s top assistants, who said that the President, Rusk · 
and McNamara were meeting at the White House to discuss the 
U.S. response to the Bien Hoa raid, and that "The president would 
like to know if a failure to respond to this attack immediately will 
be taken by the voters as a sign of weakness by the Administra­
tion." Harris' advice to the President via Moyers was, "That is the 
sort of thing people would expect from Barry Goldwater and prob­
ably the main reason they are voting for him." 66 

Although he did not agree to immediate airstrikes, the President, 
after meeting with his advisers on November 1, asked Taylor for 
his opinion on moving U.S. air and ground units into Vietnam to 
protect U.S. dependents and military units and bases against 
attack, as well as the possible withdrawal of U.S. dependents from 
Vietnam before beginning airstrikes. Taylor "replied quickly that, 
at least for the time being, we did not want U.S. ground forces for 
the close defense of bases unless needed as an accompaniment of a 

••PP, Graveled., vol. III, pP· 209-210. According to Halberstam (The Best and the Brighte11t, P· 
485), the attack "infuriated' Taylor, and was a decisive factor in his becoming more of an advo­
cate of bombing the North. By contrast, Halberstam says, the CIA station chief in Saigon at the 
time, Peer de Silva, thought bombing would not work, and would result in increased North Viet­
namese infiltration of the South. 

••The Vanta4"' Point, p. 121. See also PP, Graveled., vol. Ill, p. 209. 
••Louis HarrJB, The Anguish of Change (New York: W. W. Norton, 1973), p. 23. 
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program of air pressure against North Vietnam." Taylor said later, 
"I was greatly surprised that the offer of gro~nd troops yv~ made 
90 casually, as it seemed to me a much more difficult dec1s1on than 
the use of our air forces against military targets north of the seven­
teenth parallel." 5 6 He_ also noted that yvhen V,~etna~ w~ hit_ by a 
major flood a short time later, Washmgton ... mqmred 1f we 
needed American logistical troops to help in flood relief, supported 
by U.S. combat troops to _give them local protec~ion. This was ~s­
sentially the proposal whtch I had made to Prestdent Kennedy m 
the wake of the Mekong Delta flood in 1961, and which he had not 
approved. This time I declined the proposal on about the same 
grounds as Kennedy had-the lack of clear need justifying a course 
of action difficult to control or to reverse." 57 

Another important factor in the decision_ not to ~.~taliate for ~he 
Bien Hoa attack was the effect on North Vtetnam. The other s1de 
would not have believed in any response we made during the elec­
tion campaign,' said one man in close touch with tht; President's 
thinking at the time. 'He felt he had to get Goldwatensm defeated 
soundly in order to make it an American response, instead of a po­
li tical response."' 68 

On November 3, 1964, the day he was elected President by an 
overwhelming vote, Johnson began immediately to lay plans for a 
broader plan of retaliation through the establishment of the so­
called "NSC Working Group on SVN/SEA,'' an interagency group 
chaired by William Bundy. Other members included Marshall 
Green Michael Forrestal, and Robert Johnson from the State De­
partm~nt; John McNaughton and Vice Adm. Lloyd Mustin from 
Defense; Harold Ford and George Carver from the CIA. The group 
was directed to study "immediately and intensively" alternati_ve 
courses of action in Southeast Asia, and to report to the NSC prm­
cipals group, (Rusk, McNamara, McCone, General Wheele~, Ball, 
McGeorge Bundy), which would then make recommendations to 
the President. 69 

According to a memorandum by Chairman William Bundy on 
November 5 the President was " ... clearly thinking in terms of 
maximum u'se of a Gulf of Tonkin rationale, either for an action 
that would show toughness and hold the line till we can ~ecide the 
big issue or as a basis for starting a clear course of action under 
the broad options."eo Bundy went on to suggest how relations with 
Congress should be handled in conjunction with such moves: 

Congress must be consulted before any major action, perhaps 
only by notification if we do a reprisal against another Bien 
Hoa, but preferably by careful talks with such key leadet;3 as 
Mansfield, Dirksen, the Speaker, Albert, Halleck, Fulbnght, 
Hickenlooper, Morgan, Mrs. [Frances P.] Bolton [R/Ohio], Rus-

••Swords and Plowshare~~, pp. 324-325. 
01/bid. 
••Philip Geyelin Lyndon B. Johnson and the World (New York: Praeger, 1966), p. 200. Geye-

lin asserts, howev~r, (p. 202), " ... a strong case can be made, retrospectively, that American 
inaction at Bien Hoa encouraged Communist miscalculation of U.S. interests, and indeed, con­
vinced the Communists that they could step up infiltration and engage in acts of terrorism 
aimed deliberately at Americans in South Vietnam with impunity." 

•• PP, Gravel ed., vol. Ill, p. 210. 
••"Conditions for Action and Key Actions Surrounding Any Decision," Nov. 5, 1964, ibid., pp. 

593-594. 
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sell, Saltonstall, [L. Mendell] Rivers [D/S.C.], (Vinson?) [sic] 
[Leslie C.] Arends [R/111.], Ford, etc. He probably should wait 
till his mind is moving clearly in one direction before such a 
consultation, which would point to some time next week. 
Query if it should be combined with other topics (budget?) [sic] 
to lessen the heat. 

Bundy added: 
We probably do not need additional Congressional authority 

even if we decide on very strong action. A session of this rump 
Congress might well be the scene of a messy Republican effort. 

During the remainder of November there occurred one of the 
most intensive and important periods of planning of the entire 
Vietnam war. In a very real sense it was the month that the 
United States Government made final plans to enter the war. Al­
though the order to begin executing the decisive second phase of 
these plans was not issued until February 1965, agreement was 
reached in November 1964 on the course of action that should be 
taken, and the first phase of that plan was authorized to begin. 
Phase two of the plan was then put into effect when the President 
finally decided that he had no better alternative, and thus no 
choice. 

This is the matter-of-fact description in the Pentagon Papers:61 
In their Southeast Asia policy discussions of August-October 

1964, Administration officials had accepted the view that overt 
military pressures against North Vietnam probably would be 
required. Barring some critical developments, however, it was . 
generally conceded that these should not begin until after the 
new year. Preparations for applying such pressures were made 
in earnest during November. 

The planning process in November was action-oriented-not 
whether to act, but what to do. There was almost no debate over 
U.S. diplomatic or strategic interests in Vietnam, or whether the 
U.S. could succeed where the French had failed. It was generally 
assumed that the U.S. was already committed to stopping the Com­
munists, and that this required the use of U.S. forces. It was also 
agreed that to win in the south, it would be necessary to take the 
war to the north. 

Two points are especially worth noting. First, it was generally 
agreed that U.S. objectives should be limited, and that force should 
be used as a political/diplomatic instrument, with a negotiated set­
tlement rather than military "victory" as the goal. Second, it was 
generally thought that force would prevail, and that at some point 
the North Vietnamese would respond affirmatively to graduated 
pressure from the United States-the so-called "breaking point."62 

There was also a shift of emphasis on the one "essential condi· 
tion" policymakers previously had said was necessary for "win­
ning" in Vietnam, namely, a viable government in South Vietnam. 
During the November debate the consensus was that the Govern­
ment of South Vietnam was critically weak, and that if it "col­
lapsed" the United States would have to withdraw or fight the war 

01/bid., pp. 206-207. 
••See the seminal analysis by John E. Mueller, "The Search for the 'Breaking Point' in Viet­

nam," International Studies Quarterly 24 (December 1980), pp. 497-518. 
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unilaterally. To forestall that eventuality, it was agreed that the 
U.S. should, in effect, assume primary responsibility for both the 
pacification program in the south and the war against the north. 
One result of this was the virtually complete assumption by the 
U.S. of direct responsibility for the new pacification program in 
seven provinces around Saigon (the Hop Tac program) that had 
been proposed by Lodge, approved at the Honolulu meeting in July, 
and implemented by Taylor and Westmoreland. As the Pentagon 
Papers notes:63 "Ironically, Hop Tac is the Vietnamese word for 
'cooperation,' which turned out to be just what Hop Tac lacked." 

There were some uncertainties and differences of opinion among 
policymakers, as William Bundy has explained:64 

In case of failure in Vietnam would the US appear as a more 
reliable guarantor elsewhere for having tried? McNamara, 
McNaughton and I thought so, at least to the point where the 
effort in Vietnam appeared plainly hopeless. Rusk and Ball 
thought that if we failed, we would be worse off for having 
tried-and in the end drew diametrically opposite conclusions. 
Rusk came to be convinced that if we did do more, we simply 
could not afford to fail; Ball never wavered that we should not 
try to do more, beyond the most temporary effort to get a bal­
ance. 

The central point of debate was how fast and how far to use 
force, and in keeping with good bureaucratic procedure this was re­
duced to a choice among three "Broad Options." This, says Geor~e 
Ball, " ... was what we referred to as 'the Goldilocks principle." 
"Working groups of seasoned bureaucrats deliberately control the 
outcome of a study assignment by recommendin~ three 
choices. . . . By including with their favored choice one too soft' 
and one 'too hard,' they assure that the powers deciding the issue 
will almost invariably opt for the one 'just right."' 615 

These options were framed initially by Bundy in an outline for 
the Working Group issued on November 3,66 and after lengthy 
debate but few basic changes they were presented to the princi­
pals. 67 The first option, Option A, was to be a continuation of pro­
grams and policies then in effect. Option B would be fast, heavy 
military pressure against the North, called "fast/full Squeeze" by 
McNaughton. Option C would be a continuation of existing policies 
but with additional military pressure, called "Progressive squeeze­
and-talk" by McNaughton.68 Option B was also referred to as "in 
cold blood," and Option C as "hot blood." 

In their final or nearly final form the options were stated by 
Bundy and McNaughton as follows: 69 

A. Option A would be to continue present policies indefinite­
ly: Maximum assistance within South Vietnam, limited exter­
nal actions in Laos and by the GVN covertly against North 

03PP, Graveled, vol. II, p. 521. 
••Bund_y MS., ch. 18, p. 13. 
80 The Past Has Another Pattern, p. 388. 
80 PP, Gravel ed., vol. Ill, pp. 588-590. 
87For a llOOd analyais of the changes that were made, and the arguments pro and con see 

ibid., pp. 2::!'0-222. • 
••For McNaughton'• phrueolOIIY, - his memo of Nov. 6, ibid., p. 598-601. 
••"Summary-CounM of Action in Southeaat Aala," aa reviaed on Nov. 21 and 26, 1964, ibid., 

pp. 659-660. 
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Vietnam, specific individual reprisal actions not only against 
such incidents as the Gulf of Tonkin attack but also against 
any recurrence of VC "spectaculars" such as Bien Hoa. Basic 
to this option is the continued rejection of negotiations. 

B. Option B would add to present actions a systematic pro­
gram of military pressures against the north, with increasing 
pressure actions to be continued at a fairly rapid pace and· 
without interruption until we achieve our present stated objec­
tives. The actions would mesh at some point with negotiation, 
but we would approach any discussions or negotiations with 
absolutely inflexible insistence on our p;resent objectives .. 

C. Option C would add to present actions an orchestration of. 
(1) communications with Hanoi and/ or Peiping, and (2) addi­
tional graduated military moves against infiltration targets, 
first in Laos and then in the DRV, and then against other tar­
gets in North Vietnam. The military scenario should give the 
impression of a steady deliberate approach, and should be de­
signed to give the US the option at any time to proceed or not, 
to escalate or not, and to quicken the pace or not. These deci­
sions would be made from time to time in view of all relevant 
factors. The negotiating part of this course of action would 
have to be played largely by ear, but in essence we would be 
indicating from the outset a willingness to negotiate in an af­
firmative sense, accepting the possibility that we might not 
achieve our full objective. 

Among those involved in the policy debate there was no appar­
ent support for Option A alone. A combination of Option B and C · 
was strongly supported by most of the military. A combination of 
Option A and C was favored by most civilian policymakers. The 
final consensus of both the Working Group and the principals, how­
ever, was for a combination of Option A and C, with agreement 
also that certain actions should be taken immediately prior to de­
ciding the future course of action. 

There were some significant differences in the positions taken by 
participants in the planning process. The intelligence panel of the 
Working Group, with some dissent from the Defense Intelligence 
Agency (DIA), took the position that "The basic elements of Com­
munist strength in South Vietnam remain indigenous," but be- . 
cause the "VC insurrection" was managed from the north, the 
Communists in the south could be controlled by the North Viet­
namese if the latter were to be so persuaded. In the opinion of the 
panel, "US ability to compel the DRV to end or reduce the VC in· 
surrection rests essentially upon the effect of US sanctions on the 
will of the DRV leadership, and to a lesser extent upon the effect 
of sanctions on DRV capabilities." But the intelligence assessment · 
report added that even though U.S. military actions against North 
Vietnam and Laos might buy time for strengthening South Viet­
nam, ". . . it would almost certainly not destroy DRV capabilities 
to continue, although at a lessened level." 70 

7<>These quotes are from the Bundy·McNaughton "Summary" memo, ibid pp. 656-667, based 
on a paper prep~red by .the in~lligo:nce. panel, .Nov .. 2~, 1964, "Section 1: Intelligence Asses& 
ment: The Situation in VIetnam, which IS contamed m &bid., pp. 651-66. 
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The intelligence panel of the Working Group also pointed out 
that one of the basic problems confronting the U.S. was the as­
sumption of the Communists that "the difficulties facing the US 
are so great that US will and ability to maintain resistance in that 
area [South Vietnam] can be gradually eroded-without running 
high risks that the US would wreak heavy destruction on the DRV 
or Communist China." Although the North Vietnamese were con­
cerned about possible destruction, "they would probably be willing 
to suffer some damage in the country in the course of a test of wills 
with the US over the course of events in South Vietnam." 71 

Vice Adm. Lloyd Mustin, the JCS representative on the Working 
Group, thought that the intelligence assessment was too negative, 
although he admitted that it was difficult to estimate the level of 
force that might be required to persuade the North to cease and 
desist. "This is the reason," he said, "for designing a program of 
progressively increasing squeeze," but he added that "obviously 
that program may have to continue through substantial levels of 
military, industrial, and governmental destruction in the DRV."72 

Mustin also disagreed strongly with an early State Department 
draft of the section of the report dealing with U.S. objectives. He 
said that the risks of war with China were overstated, as were the 
difficulties of prevailing over the North Vietnamese. There was no 
alternative, he said, to "our holding South Vietnam," and "a reso­
lute course of action in lieu of half measures, resolutely carried out 
instead of dallying and delaying, offers the best hope of minimizing 
risks, costs, and losses in achieving our objectives." (emphasis in 
original) With respect to the effect of the "loss of South Vietnam" 
on other countries that look to the U.S. for help, he said: 73 "In JCS 
view, near-disastrously, or worse." 

In general, the Joint Chiefs of Staff took the position that force 
had to be used, and used decisively, against North Vietnam and in 
Laos. They were leery of a land war, however, and advocated pri­
mary use of the Air Force and the Navy.7 4 

Ambassador Taylor's own view was that "'too much' in this 
matter of coercing Hanoi may be as bad as 'too little.' At some 
point, we will need a relatively cooperative leadership in Hanoi 
willing to wind up the VC insurgency on terms satisfactory to us 
and our SVN allies. What we don't want is an expanded war in 
SEA and an unresolved guerrilla problem in SVN.'' 75 

At the meeting of the principals on November 27, Taylor, who 
had come to Washington to participate in the discussions of U.S. 
policy, gave an extensive report on the current situation in Viet-

11 /bid., pp. 654-655. 
71"Comments on CIA-DIA-INR Panel Draft Section 1-The Situation," Enclosure to Joint 

Staff Memo, Nov. 10, 1964, from the text in ibid., pp. 619-621. 
13"Comments on Draft Section II-US Objectives and Stakes in South Vietnam and Southeast 

Asia," no date, the text of which is in ibid., pp. 622-628. 
74For an analysis of the JCS JI'?Bition see ibid., pp. 231-234. On Nov. 14 the JCS again recom­

mended additional covert actiVIties by the South Vietnamese (CJCS Memorandum to McNa­
mara, "Operation Plan 34A-Additional Actions," CM 268-64 Nov. 14 1964) as well as air­
strikes against North Vietnam and Laos in retaliation for Bie;. Hoa and to di~ert the Commu­
nists f!"!m,U.S. preparatiops.for widening the war. CJCS Memorand!-'m to McNamara, "Courses 
of Action m Southeast Asia, Nov. 14, 1964, JCSM 955-64, the partial text of which is in ibid 
pp. 628-630. See alBo the CJCS memo to McNamara on Nov. 18, JCSM 267-64 with the sam~ 
title as JCSM 955-64, which is in ibid., pp. 639-640. ' 

• •Cable, Nov. 3, 1964, the text of which is in ibid., pp. 690-591. 
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nam. 76 He said that it was" ... impossible to foresee a stable and 
effective government under any name in anything like the near 
future," and that "Without an effective central government with 
which to mesh the US effort, the latter is a spinning wheel unable 
to transmit impulsion to the machinery of the GVN." 77 The U.S., 
he said, needed to "establish an adequate government" in South 
Vietnam, adding: , 

. . . it is hard to visualize our being· willing to make added 
outlays of resources and to run increasing political risks with­
out an allied government which, at least, can speak for and to· 
its people, can maintain law and order in the principal cities, 
can provide local protection for the vital military bases and in-' 
stallation, can raise and support Armed Forces, and can gear · 
its efforts to those of the United States. Anything less than 
this would hardly be a government at all, and under such cir­
cumstances, the United States Government might do better tol 
carry forward the war on a purely unilateral basis. : 

Taylor favored immediate action to increase covert operations· 
against North Vietnam, as well as counterinfiltration attacks 
Laos and reprisal bombing for incidents such as Bien Hoa, all 
which he said would improve morale in South Vietnam. He also 
vored the Working Group's proposed plan of graduated pressure 
the north. He said that before making any final decisions on 
panding the war, however, the U.S. would need to have a 
heart talk" with Vietnamese leaders. "We should make 
effort to get them to ask our help in expanding the war. If 
decline, we shall have to rethink the whole situation. If, as 
likely, they urge us with enthusiasm, we should take advantage 
the opportunity to nail down certain important points such as: 

a. The GVN undertakes (1) to maintain the strength of 
military and police forces; (2) to replace imcompetent uuu"'~'·.J 
commanders and province chiefs and to leave the ... v., ...... ., ... ,.u .. 
ones in place for an indefinite period; (3) to suppress 
and demonstrations; (4) to establish effective resources 
and (5) to obtain US concurrence for all military ontf!raLtioln&. 
outside of South Vietnam. 

b. The US undertakes responsibility for the air and 
defense of South Vietnam. 

c. The GVN takes responsibility for the land defense 
South Vietnam to include the protection of all US naL1u.1u:ao~~· 
and installations. 

d. The GVN accepts the US statement (to be prepared) 
war aims and circumstances for negotiations. 

In conclusion, Taylor stated, the U.S. should adhere to three 
principles: 79 · 

a. Do not enter into negotiations until the DRV is hurt~ng. 
b. Never let the DRV gain a victory in South Vietnam wtth· 

out having paid a disproportionate price. 

70See the text in ibid., pp. 666-673. ,.. 
77Note Taylor's assumption that the "impulsion" of the Vietnamese depended upon the U .... 
18Jbid., p. 670. 
a Ibid., p. 672. 

c. Keep the GVN in the forefront of the combat and the ne­
gotiations. 

Taylor's preference for air power and his desire to avoid having 
the U.S. in the forefront of the combat were not shared by W. W. 
Rostow, who took the position that the U.S. needed to deploy 
ground forces to Vietnam, and possibly to Laos, in order to send 
the North Vietnamese a sufficiently strong "signal" of U.S. inten­
tions, as well as to have ground forces in position to strengthen the 
American hand in any diplomatic negotations that might subse­
quently occur. He also called for the "introduction into the Pacific 
Theater of massive forces to deal with any escalatory response, in­
cluding forces evidently aimed at China as well as North Viet 
Nam, should the Chinese Communists enter the game." Rather 
than using as a basis for reprisal the narrow concept of attacks on 
U.S. units or bases or single incidents in South Vietnam, he also 
urged that North Vietnam be told that it would be "vulnerable to 
retaliatory attack for continued violation of the 1952-1962 Ac­
cords." The U.S., Rostow said, would have to demonstrate that it 
was committed to restoring those accords. Otherwise the Commu­
nists would not be convinced, and would not back down. so 

As November drew to a close, William Bundy sent the princir,als 
a memorandum on "Issues Raised by Papers on Southeast Asia ' in 
which he listed a number of points that they might want to dis­
cuss. 81 With respect to immediate courses of action, he raised a 
question about the existing CINCPAC order for reprisal bombing. 
None of the options provided by the order called for less than 175 
airstrikes, he pointed out, and questioned whether this large scale 
of operations "could throw off all calculations based on the theory 
of 'squeeze' under Option C and even under Option B." 

In choosing among the options, Bundy said, "All concede there is 
some chance that the GVN would come apart under any Option." 
With respect to Option A, he asked whether ground forces could or 
should be deployed to Vietnam (all three options provided for U.S. 
ground forces), a move that he said the advocates of A had recom­
mended as a "bargaining counter."82 His comment was that "most 
of us think that, apart from lacking any military necessity in the 
absence of attacks on the DRV, it would appear as a bluff and not 
help any negotiations." 

With respect to Option B, Bundy asked whether ground invasion 
of North Vietnam was a "military necessity or advantage that out­
weighs the increased risks the Chicoms would then come in force?" 
<He said the same question applied to Option C.) Also, there was 
the question with respect to B: "At what stage, if ever, might nu­
clear weapons be required, and on what scale? What would be the 
implications of such use?" 

With respect to Op,tion C, one very basic question, he said, was 
whether it could be 'carried out in practice under the klieg lights 
of democracy, in view of its requirement that we maintain a credi-

80See ibid., pp. 632-633. and 646-647 for the two Rostow memos, "Military Dispositions and 
Political Signals," Nov. 16, 1964, to McNamara; and "Some Observations As We Come to the 
Crunch in Southeast Asia," Nov. 23, 1964, to Rusk. For an analysis of Rostow's position see pp. 
234-236. 

81 For the text, see ibid., pp. 648-650; the papers of the Working Group are still classified. 
820n this point, see ibid., p. 226. 
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ble threat of major action while at the same time seeking to negoti­
ate, even if quietly?" Bundy's comment was: "The parallel to .Korea 
in 1951-53 is forbidding. Even advocates of C concede the difficul-
ties." . , 

In his memo Bundy listed "Congressional consultation among 
"active issues applicable to any decision," but .he did not elabor~te. 
In his earlier memo on November 5 he had said that the Executive 
probably did not need a~y add~tional authority from Congress, e~en 
for "very strong action,' and m a memo of November 8 analyzmg 
Option C he said that "the present Congressional Resolution pro­
vides an adequate legal basis for initiating this course of action."88 

One of the papers prepared ~y the W, or king Group84 had taken ~he 
position however that Option B might pose some problems With 
respect 'to Congr~ss. It noted that U.S. military moves against 
North Vietnam should be consistent with the provisions of the Gulf 
of Tonkin Resolution, and that, in the case of Option B, "Charac­
terizing the use of force in the context of this alternative as a le­
gitimate exercise of the right of individual or collective self-defense 
in response to an "ar~ed attack' from. the. North woul~ .be a major 
public relations effort. Furthermore, m VIew of the mihtary meas­
ures contemplated under Option B, "the constitutional prerogatives 
of the Congress, for example, to declare war [would] become perti-
nent."86 . 

On November 24 the NSC principals met to review the material 
from the Working Group and to prepare recommendations for the 
President. According to the Pentagon Papers it was the consensus · .· 
of the group that "South Vietnam could be made secure, provided , 
the Saigon government could maintain itself." There was also a · 
"clear consensus" (defined by the Pentagon Papers as "no more 
than a single dissenting opinion") on the following points:86 

• 

(2) That the situation in South Vietnam would deteriorate 
further under Option A even with reprisals, but that there waa 
a "significant chance" that the actions proposed under B or C 
would result in an improved GVN performance and "make 
possible" an improved security situation (George Ball indicated 
doubt). 

(3) That any negotiating outcome under Option A (with or 
without U.S. negotiating participation) probably would be 
clearly worse than under Option B or C. . 

(4) That it was doubtful (contrary to the view expressed in' 
the Working Group papers) that Option B would have the best 
chance of achieving the full U.S. objectives (General Wheeler 
expressed agreement with the Wor~ing G~?up stateme~t). . 

(5) That the requirement of Option C, that we .mamtai~ a 
credible threat of major action while at the same time seeki~ 
to negotiate," could be carried out despite acknowledged public 
pressures. 

83[bid., p. 611. .. I964 
••" Alternate Forms of Negotiation-Alternative B, Nov. 6, . 
••Ibid., p. 229. 
•• Ibid., p. 237. Item (1) is not in the Pentagon Papers text. 
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(6) That the Administration could safely assume that South 
Vietnam could "only come apart for morale reasons, and not 
in a military sense," as a result of intensified VC effort. 

(7) That early military actions against North Vietnam under 
Option C should be determined, but low in scale (General 
Wheeler disagreed, stating that our losses might be higher in 
the long run with such an approach). 

(8) That the loss of South Vietnam would be more serious 
than stated in Section II of the Working Group's draft papers 
and that the Administration's assessment should be revised at 
least in the direction of the JCS viewpoint (George Ball argued 
against this judgment). 

According to the Pentagon Papers, 87 " ••• there was no clear de­
cision as to which option was favored by the principals. It seems 
likely that A was favored by Ball. Wheeler clearly favored B, and 
he may have had support from McCone, although this was far from 
clear . . . it is clear that C was favored by McNamara, 
McNaughton, Rusk, and the Bundy brothers. However, McGeorge 
Bundy and McNamara apparently favored a 'firm C,' whereas the 
other three wanted a more restrained, incremental approach." 

Several other important issues were discussed at the November 
24 meeting. At the beginning of the meeting, Rusk said that the 
public might be concerned about making a greater commitment to 
Vietnam in view of that country's internal instability. The feeling 
of the group appeared to be that even if the North Vietnamese 
were to withdraw their support for the Communists fighting in the 
south, the struggle in the south would be protracted. Ball asked if 
bombing the North would benefit the south, and McNamara re­
plied that it would not unless it reduced infiltration. McNamara 
and Wheeler "conceded the propriety of this concern but warned 
that the situation in the GVN would only get worse if additional 
steps were not taken to reverse present trends,'' and McNamara 
posed a question that, according to the Pentagon Papers, "addressed 
the whole rationale for contemplated U.S. courses of action." He 
asked whether South Vietnam could be strengthened "in time to 
save it" if the North Vietnamese continued to provide support. 

On the question of deploying U.S. ground forces, McNamara took 
the position that there was no military requirement for them, and 
that he would prefer massive use of airpower. McCone suggested 
that U.S. ground forces could help to stabilize South Vietnam, but 
McNamara disagreed. Rusk and McGeorge Bundy said such forces 
might have a useful "preemptive effect" as a signal of our determi­
nation. The use of U.S. troops as a "bargaining counter" for negoti­
ations was not discussed, however. 88 

With respect to the possible use of nuclear weapons, McNamara 
said he could not imagine a case where they would be considered, 
but McGeorge Bundy said that there might be considerable pres­
sure for their use in certain situations, both from military and po­
litical circles. 

•1 Ibid., p. 239. 
••This says the Pentagon Papers, ibid., p. 239, was "one more indication of the Principals' 

reluctan~e to deal with the issue of negotiation." 
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On November 27 the principals met again, and heard the above­
mentioned briefing from Taylor on the situation in Vietnam. 
Taylor offered a "Suggested Scenario for Contr~~led Esc~lati?n,:' 
the actions in which, the Pentagon Papers states,. were ~mte stmt­
lar to an extended Option A or a low-order Option C wtthout de­
clared negotiating willingness." 89 In a discussion of Taylor's report, 
the question of "neutralism" was raised, and Taylor "no~ that 
'neutralism' as it existed in Saigon appeared to mean throwmg the 
internal political situation open and thus inviting Communist par­
ticipation." Ball commented that "neutralism in the sense of with­
drawal of external assistance" was not possible until the Commu­
nists were defeated and neutralism could be maintained. 

In response to a remark by Taylor that the U.S. mi~ht have to 
wage war unilaterally if the Government of South Vtetnam col­
lapsed Rusk said he "couldn't see a unilateral war," and Taylor re­
plied that he meant only "punitive actions." McNamara agreed 
with Rusk but said the U.S. would need to try Option C or A if 
South Vietnam continued to weaken. "The consensus was that it 
was hard to visualize continuing in these circumstances [if the 
GVN collapsed or told the U.S. to get out], but that the choice must 
certainly be avoided if at all possible." . 

The options were discussed, ~nd McN~ara satd. t~at t~e ~.S. 
would be justified in taking Option C even tf the pohtica.l sttuation 
did not improve. Taylor and others felt that stronger actions would 
have a beneficial effect in South Vietnam, but might not be suffi­
cient to improve the situation. McNamara agreed, but argued that 
Option C might buy time, even years. Taylor recommended that 
over the next two months the U.S. adopt a combination of Option 
A and the first stages of Option C, but added that the situation in 
Vietnam was so serious, and the likelihood of improvement in the 
government so doubtful, that the U.S. should "m~ve into C right 
away." 

The group asked William Bundy to draft ~ more precise pl~ f?r 
immediate actions that could be taken durmg a 30-day penod m 
advance of a decision to move into the full Option C.90 

On November 29, the principals met again. As requested, Wil­
liam Bundy suggested steps that should be taken. whether or not 
Option C was approved. In the cover memo for thiS proposal, how­
ever he said "Frankly, the Working Group inclines more and more 
to the view that at least a contingent decision to go on [with C] is 
now required."91 

The principals discussed specific steps that should be recom­
mended to the President. These included a Presidential statement 
supported by evidence on infiltration that would also be presented 
to Congress and leaders of other countries. The question of resum· 
ing DE SOTO patrols was discussed. Taylor, McNamara and 
McGeorge Bundy were opposed, and General Wheeler was in favor. 
It was agreed that they would not be resumed during the initial 30-

•• Ibid., p. 241. For the text of the scenario, ~ P.f· 6?2;678. 
oo"Memorandum of Meeting on Southeaat Alia, Wilham P. Bundy, Nov. 27, 1964, the text of 

which ill in ibid., pp. 67 4-676. . . 67'"'7 
•• For the text of both the memo and the propoeed plan, see 1bid., pp. ....., 7. 
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day period. William Bundy was then asked to draft a NSAM outlin­
ing the plan to be recommended to the President. 

On November 30 the principals met to discuss Bundy's new draft 
NSAM.92 The draft stipulated that the U.S. would join with South 
Vietnam and Laos in a program "to help GVN morale and to in­
crease the costs and strain on Hanoi, foreshadowing still greater 
pressures to come." During the first 30 days, there would be inten­
sified military activity, as well as covert action. After that time, 
the paper called for two phases of graduated military pressure on 
North Vietnam, the first of which would be specific, tit-for-tat re­
prisal, and the second would be systematic air attacks, combined 
with other forms of generalized pressure. 

William Bundy had also drafted the text of a note for Taylor to 
give to the Government of South Vietnam explaining the U.S. posi­
tion. Among other things, the statement emphasized the necessity 
of having at least minimal political stability in South Vietnam 
before the U.S. and South Vietnam could begin the secoi)d phase of 
military pressure on North Vietnam. 

The note expressed the hope, however, that the necessary politi­
cal stability could be achieved, and toward this end "It is hoped 
that this phase [I] will prove to be merely preliminary to direct 
military pressure on the DRV after the GVN has shown itself 
firmly in contro1."93 

At the meeting of principals to discuss the draft NSAM, it was 
apparent that McGeorge Bundy, for one, had conferred with the 
President, and on his advice the group dropped the idea of a Presi­
dential speech. The principals also decided to recommend to the 
President a combination of Option A and the lowest order of C, 
which, as the Pentagon Papers notes,94 was a "substantial devi­
ation" from the position of the Working Group that Option A 
would not be effective. All of these changes appear to have been 
made, as the Pentagon Papers suggests, to avoid public commit­
ments by the President. The group approved, however, the two­
phase program of military pressure on North Vietnam. 

On December 1, the principals met with the President to present 
their recommendations. Ambassador Taylor and Vice-President­
Elect Humphrey also attended the meeting. The Bundy draft 
NSAM was discussed, and the two-phase program of military pres­
sure, which was, in effect the first two phases of OPLAN 37 pre­
pared in May 1964 in response to NSAM 288, was approved by the 
President.95 He authorized the beginning of the first phase,96 to 
consist primarily of additional 34-A raids, and armed reconnais­
sance operations in Laos (BARREL ROLL) by which U.S. planes 
would conduct bombing raids in the corridor areas. 9 7 

02For the text see ibid., pp. 678-683. Note that there were tabs, which are still classified. 
• 3 Ibid., p. 680. 
• •Ibid., p. 246. 
••Ibid., pp. 248-251, and Westmoreland, A Soldier Reports, p. 113. 
••No NSAM was issued, however. 
"At a meeting of th~ principals on Dec. 12 to discuss BARREL ROLL it was agreed "that 

there would be no pubhc statements about armed reconnaissance operations in Laos unless a 
plane were lost. In such an event, ·. · . the Government should continue to insist that we were 
merely escorting reconnaissance fltghts as requested by the Laotian government." This was 
done at the insistence of Souvanna Phouma, who agreed to the new plan but did not want it 
publicized. PP, Gravel ed., vol. lll, pp. 268, 264. 
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According to notes of the meeting kept by John McNaughton, 
the only record which is currently available.98 Taylor told the 
group that pacification was bogging down, the government was 
more unstable, and there was greater infiltration from the north. 
The President then remarked that a stable government in South 
Vietnam was "most essential." "They do it or else," he said. "No 
point hitting North if South not together .... Why not say 'This is 
it!'? Not send Johnson City boy out to die if they [are] acting as 
they are." 

The President added, "Day of reckoning coming. Want to be sure 
we've done everything we can. . . . Before Wheeler saddles up [and 
U.S. Army goes in] try everything .... If need be, create a new 
Diem, so when tell Wheeler to slap we can take slap back." But he 
did not appear to be optimistic. He asked McNamara if he agreed 
"that it's downhill in SVN no matter what we do in country." 
McNamara agreed. Before taking military action, however, the 
President said he wanted to give Taylor "one last chance,'' but that 
if the response was "more of the same, then I'll be talking to you 
General [Wheeler]." 

As the meeting ended, the President told his advisers that they 
should inform a few Members of Congress. "Give good and bad; ask 
for suggestions." Rusk, and presumably also McNamara, was to 
meet with Fulbright, Hickenlooper, Russell and Saltonstall.99 It 
should be a small meeting, the President said, to avoid any publici­
ty. McNamara and Rusk should decide which members of the 
House to see. "[George] Mahon [D/Tex.] if here. [Gerald] Ford 
maybe." (Congress was not in session at the time.) Taylor should 
"touch base with the Hill" before returning to Saigon. 

After the President's approval of the new plan by which to bring 
additional pressure on North Vietnam, culminating, if necessary, 
in a large-scale air war, and even an eventual ground war, the 
public itself was told only that according to the Gulf of Tonkin Res­
olution the U.S. was reaffirming its "policy of providing all possible 
and useful assistance," and that the President had told Taylor to 
"consult urgently with the South Vietnamese Government as to 
measures that should be taken to improve the situation in all its 
aspects." loa 

As a result of the President's suggestion that Taylor touch base 
with Congress, there was an executive session of the Senate For­
eign Relations Committee on December 3, 1964, at which Taylor 
testified, which gave members of the committee the opportunity of 
telling him (and through him, the President and his other advisers) 
what they felt.1o1 It is important to understand, however, that al-

•• McNaughton's notes are in the Johnson Library, NSF Meeting Notes File. The account in 
the Pentagon Papers, Gravel ed., vol. Ill, pp. 248-251, appears to be based on McNaughton's 
notes. 

•• On Nov. 26, 1964, RI18Bell commented on his return to Washington from visiting.the Presi· 
dent in Texas, "I would want to explore every avenue before extending the war. We e1ther have 
to get out or take some action to hele the Vietnam-. They won't helJ? themaelvl!B. We made a 
big mistake in going there, but I can t figUre out any "!BY to get out Without ~ng the reet of 
the world." New York Tima, Nov. 27, 1964. (Congrees, 1t should be noted, had adjourned for the 
year in early October.) 

10oNew York Times, Dec. 2, 1964. . . 
101 U.S. Congrees, Senate, Committee on Foreign Relatione, unpublished executive -1on 

transcript, Dec. 3, 1964. 
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though attentive Members of Congress knew that plans for further 
U.S. action were being made, except for those few, like Russell, 
who may have been told by the President, or contacted by Rusk or 
McNamara, they did not know what had been decided. Nor did 
members of the Foreign Relations Committee learn about these 
plans and decisions from Taylor, although from several of his com­
ments they could have deduced that a plan for U.S. military pres­
sure against North Vietnam had been developed and would be put 
into effect at the propitious time. 

Taylor told the committee that most U.S. policymakers felt that 
such action against the north would have to be taken at some 
point. When asked whether there was any disagreement with this 
position, he said "I know of none in the councils I have attended." 
H~s own opinion continued to be that the U.S. had to stay and to 
wm. 

According to Taylor, such action should not be taken however 
when the South Vietnamese Government was as weak a~ it was at 
that time. Fulbright said he was willing to try working with the 
present government, but if it fell he would not support an attack 
on North Vietnam by the United States just because the South Vi­
etnamese Government had fallen. Taylor who was critical of 
"t~ese vacillating •. unpatriotic, unreliable poiiticians in Saigon," re­
phed that ~he Un~ted States could accept a "military dictatorship" 
at that pomt, which would provide the political stability in Viet­
nam that the U.S. needed as a precondition for attacking the 
north. 

Fulbright agreed that the problem was the lack of a workable 
reliable government in the south which was supported by th~ 
people, and said that unless such a government existed "What are 
you fighting for? We don't want the country." He,' as well as 
Church, expressed concern over reports that the U.S. would attack 
the No~th. " ... if you want to go to war, I don't approve of it. I 
don't give a damn what the provocation is. I am not going to vote 
to send a hundred thousand men, or}t would problably be 300,000 
or 400,000. The French had 500,000. Taylor replied that the U.S. 
could attack by air, and punish the North Vietnamese, and "let it 
go at that." Fulbright was skeptical. "Well, if it doesn't succeed­
America never fails-once it engages in that they will just go all 
out." 

Neither Fulbright nor the Foreign Relations Committee howev­
er, took any further action at that point. Only Mansfield appears to 
have followed-up. In a memorandum to the President on December 
9, 1964, he said, among other things:lo2 

We remain on a course in VietNam which takes us further 
and further out on the sagging limb. . . . 

At this point, ... the Communists are not likely to be in 
the mood for a bonafide peaceful settlement even if the where­
withal for such a settlement were to exist o~ our side. It would 
appear that the government in Saigon, at this point is not ade­
quate even for negotiating a bonafide settlement l~t alone for 
going ahead into North Viet Nam .... we ar~ now in the 

.1o•Jo~nson Library, NSF Name File, Mansfield, ~prin~ in Gareth Porter (ed.), Vietnam: A 
Htstory m Documents, 2 vola. (New York: New Amencan L1brary, 1981), vol. II, pp. 338-335. 
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process of putting together makeshift regimes in much the 
same way that the French were compelled to operate in 1952-
1954. 

If developments continue in the present pattern we are 
sooner or later going to have to face up to the fact that the 
preponderant responsibility for what transpires in South Viet 
Nam ~eally rests with us even as it once had with the French. 
We will find ourselves saddled in South Viet Nam, no matter 
what we will, with a situation that is a cross between the 
present .8?ut.h Korean quasi-dependency and the pre-independ­
ence Ph1hppme colony and at the 1964 level of cost in lives and 
resources. 
. This grim prospect, moreover, presupposes no major exten­

siOn of the war beyond South Viet Nam. But it would still be 
the best that we would have to look forward to for the next . 
decade or more unless there is a significant improvement in 
the situation, an improvement which is not and has not even 
been in sight for a year or more. 

If a significant extension of the conflict beyond South Viet 
Nam should occur then the prospects are appalling. Even short 
o~ nuclear war, an extension of the war may well saddle us 
w1th enormous burdens and costs in Cambodia, Laos and else­
where in Asia, along with those in VietNam. 

Mansf_ield made several suggestions for avoiding such an out­
come. F1rst, the U.S. s~ould not undertake military action beyond 
the borders of South V1etnam. U.S. forces should also remain clear 
?f the Ca~bodian bo.rder~ and support should be given to national· 
~st forces m Cambod1a (S1hanouk) and in Laos (Souvanna Phouma) 
m the effort being made to maintain the independence and stabili­
ty of those countries. 

He made this recommendation for dealing with the Government 
of Vietnam: 

Begin to think and act in a political sense in South Viet 
Nam in terms of assisting in evolving a government which can 
speak with some native validity and authority for that section 
should the time come with negotiation of a bonafide peaceful 
settlement, ~rha~s on t~e basis of confederation, is possible. 
To be effective th1s late m the game, such a government it 
would seem would have to begin now to speak in terms' of 
eventual peaceful [emphasis in original] unification of all Viet 
Nam rather than in terms of either liberation of the north or 
establishing an isolated independence in South VietNam. The 
first is illusory without total United States involvement. The 
second, an independent and isolated South VietNam is also il­
lusory in present circumstances since it would require such a 
vast United States involvement as to negate the meaning of in· 
dependence. 

The very stress on peaceful unification of all VietNam by a 
So~t~ Vietnamese. govern~ent in Saigon may be helpful in 
brmgmg about an mcrease m that government's acceptance in 
South VietNam. And such an increase would have to develop 
before it could speak with the authority which bonafide negoti­
ations would require. 
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Mansfield concluded by saying, "If some such course as the above 
is not practical we had better begin now to face up to the likeli­
hood of years and years of involvement and a vast increase in the 
commitment, and this should be spelled out in no uncertain terms 
to the people of the nation." 

On December 17, the President replied to Mansfield in a letter 
drafted by McGeorge Bundy: "I think we have the same basic view 
of t~is P!oblem, and the same sen~ of its difficulties. The one sug­
gestion m your memorandum wh1ch I myself would take direct 
issue with is that we are 'overcommitted' there. Given the size of 
the stake, it seems to me that we are doing only what we have to 
do." 103 In transmitt.ing to Johnson the draft reply to Mansfield, 
McGeorge Bundy sa1d that the letter was "designed to treat him 
gently. We could get into a stronger debate, but I doubt if it is 
worth it." 104 

Implementing the December 1 Decision 
On December 3, Taylor met with the President, joined only by 

~~eorge Bundy, tog? over final plans for presenting the U.S. po­
sition to the South VIetnamese, and based on the President's in­
structions Taylor told the Vietnamese upon his return to Saigon 
t~at the ". . . unsatisfactory progress being made in the Pacifica­
bon Program was the result of two primary causes from which 
many seco~dary ?~us~s ste';ll. The primary cause has been the gov­
ernmental mstab1hty m Sa1gon, and the second the continued rein­
forcement and direction of the Viet Cong by the Government of 
North Vietnam." 106 Although both factors had to be dealt with 
"First and above all, there must be a stable, effective Vietname~ 
Government able to conduct a successful campaign against the Viet 
Con~, eve!l if t.he aid from Nort~ Vietnam for the Viet Cong should 
end. Th1s pomt was restated m order to emphasize the fact that 
an effective South Vietnamese Government was a prerequisite for 
U.S. help in widening the war: 

.Thus, since action against North Vietnam would only be con­
tributory and not central to winning the war against the Viet 
Cong, it would not be prudent to incur the risks which are in­
herent in an expansion of hostilities until there were a govern­
ment in Saigon capable of handling the serious problems inevi­
tably involved in such an expansion, and capable of promptly 
and fully exploiting the favorable effects which may be antici­
pated if we are successful in terminating the support and di­
rection of the VietCong by North Vietnam. 

T~e Vietnamese were also told by Taylor, in a statement which 
agam reflected the tendency to apply American values and ideas, 
what the U.S. expected of them: 

... In the view of the United States, there is a certain mini­
mum condition to be brought about in South Vietnam before 
new meB;Sures against No~~ Vietnam would be either justified 
or practicable. At the mm1mum, the Government in Saigon 

10•Johnson Library, NSF Name File, Mansfield. 
104Johnson Library, NSF Aides File, McGeorge B5.nd Memos to the President 
.•o•These uotes are from the per, "~ctions ed to Strengthen the Government of 

V1etnam," wtich Taylor preeen:J':, the V1etnameH, , Gravel ed., vol. II, pp. 343-345. 
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should be able to speak for and to its people who will need spe. 
cial guidance and leadership throughout the coming critical 
period. The Government should be capable of maintaining law 
and order in the principal centers of population, assuring their 
effective execution by military and police forces completely re­
sponsive to its authority. The Government must have at its dis­
posal means to cope promptly and effectively with enemy reac­
tions which must be expected to result from any change in the 
pattern of our operations. 

To bring about this condition will require a demonstration of 
far greater national unity against the Communist enemy at 
this critical time than exists at present. It is a matter of great­
est difficulty for the United States Government to require 
great sacrifices by American citizens on behalf of South Viet­
nam when reports from Saigon repeatedly give evidence of 
heedless self-interest and shortsightedness among so many 
major political groups. 

Better performance in the prosecution of the war against the 
Viet Cong needs to be accompanied by actions to convince the 
people of the interest of their government in their well-being. 
Better performance in itself is perhaps the most convincing 
evidence but can be supplemented by such actions as frequent 
visits by officials and ranking military officers to the provinces 
for personal orientation and "trouble shooting." The available 
information media offer a channel of communication with the 
people which could be strengthened and more efficiently em­
ployed. The physical appearance of the cities, particularly of 
Saigon, shows a let-down in civic pride which, if corrected, 
would convey a message of governmental effectiveness to their 
inhabitants. Similarly, in the country an expanded rural devel­
opment program could carry the government's presence into 
every reasonably secure village and hamlet. 

If governmental performance and popular appeal are signifi­
cantly improved, there will be little difficulty in establishing 
confidence in the government. However, this confidence should 
be expressed, not merely implied. It is particularly important 
that the military leaders continue to express public confidence 
in the government and the firm intention to uphold it. While 
giving an impression of submitting to pressure, the govern­
ment might explore honorable ways of conciliating its most im­
portant opponents among the minority groups. The United 
States Government is prepared to help by oral statements of 
support and by further assistance to show our faith in the 
future of South Vietnam. 

The U.S., said Taylor, wanted improvement in eight specific 
areas: 

1. and 2. Increasing RVNAF, paramilitary, and police to and 
above existing authorized strengths. 

3. Better performance by civilian and military officials. 
4. Speeding up budgetary procedures and spending in the 

provinces. 
5. Strengthening the province chiefs. 
6. Strengthening police powers. 
7. More vigor in Hop Tac. 
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8 .. After a. del~jY· "review cases of political prisoners from 
previous regimes. 

For its part, the U.S., Taylor said, was willing to launch a two­
phase military program against North Vietnam: 

... While the Government of Vietnam is making progress 
toward achieving the goals set forth above, the United States 
Government would be willing to strike harder at infiltration 
routes in Laos and at sea. With respect to Laos, the United 
States Government is prepared, in conjunction with the Royal 
Laos Government, to add United States air power as needed to 
restrict the use of Laotian territory as a route of infiltration 
into South Vietnam. With respect to the sea, the United States 
Government would favor an intensification of those covert 
maritime operations which have proved their usefulness in 
harassing the enemy. The United States would regard the com­
bination of these operations in Laos and at sea as constituting 
Phase I of a measured increase of military pressures directed 
toward reducing infiltration and warning the Government of 
North Vietnam of the risks it is running. 

. . . If the Government of Vietnam is able to demonstrate its 
effectiveness and capability for achieving the minimum condi­
tions set forth above, the United States Government is pre­
pared to consider a program of direct military pressure on 
North Vietnam as Phase II .... 

As contemplated by the United States Government, Phase II 
would, in general terms, constitute a series of air attacks on 
North Vietnam progressively mounting in scope and intensity 
for the purpose of convincing the leaders of North Vietnam 
that it is to their interest to cease aid to the Viet Cong and 
respect the independence and security of South Vietnam ... 

Beginning in late December 1964 and continuing until the end of 
February 1965, there was a period of i~tense political turm~i~ in 
South Vietnam. On December 20, followmg several days of pohbcal 
unrest among Buddhists and students, General Khanh, under pres­
sure from a group of young Vietnamese generals, including 
Nguyen Cao Ky and Nguyen Van Thieu, each of whom was later 
premier, announced the formation of an Armed Forces Council as 
the new governing body for South Vietnam. Taylor objected strenu­
ously to the action of the generals, and with the support of De~mty 
Ambassador U. Alexis Johnson he called the "Young Turks' to­
gether for a meeting. As reported to Washington by the U.S. mis­
sion, this is how the meeting opened: 106 

... Ambassador Taylor. Do all of you understand English? 
(Vietnamese officers indicated they did, although the under­
standing of General [Nguyen Chanh] Thi was known to be 
weak.) I told you all clearly at General Westmoreland's dinner 
we Americans were tired of coups. Apparently I wasted my 
words. Maybe this is because something is wrong with my 
French because you evidently didn't understand. I made it 

•••Ibid p 346 For Taylor's version see Sword8 and Plowshares, pp. 330-331. For a detailed 
descripti~;. of th- and other political developments in South Vietnam, which have been great­
ly oversimplified here, see Shaplen, The Lost &volution, and the extensive reporting of the New 
York Times. . 
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clear that all the military plans which I know you would like 
to carry out are dependent on governmental stability. Now you 
have made a real mess. We cannot carry you forever if you do 
things like this. 

On December 21, Taylor asked Khanh to resign and leave the 
country. On December 23, the Young Turks criticized Taylor, and 
asked for his recall as Ambassador. Finally, in early January the 
U.S. accepted some rearrangements in the Vietnamese Govern­
ment, including the membership of Young Turks in the Cabinet, 
and the Vietnamese made their peace with the U.S. Political tur­
moil continued, however, and it was June of 1965 before some ap­
parent stability was reached when Thieu and Ky assumed leader­
ship of the government. 

During December 1964, Phase I of the U.S. plan of graduated 
pressure on North Vietnam got underway with the opening on De­
cember 14 of U.S. armed reconnaissance bombing along infiltration 
routes in Laos (BARREL ROLL). 107 According to the Pentagon 
Papers, however, 108 "This and other signs of increased American 
commitment against North Vietnam's involvement in the South 
showed no results in terms of increasing GVN stability." 

On December 24, 1964, a U.S. officers' billet in Saigon was 
bombed by the Communists. Two Americans were killed and 38 
Americans and 13 Vietnamese injured. There were strong recom­
mendations for U.S. reprisal airstrikes on North Vietnam from 
Taylor and Westmoreland, CINCPAC, and the JCS, but the Presi­
dent, joined by Rusk and McNamara, rejected the idea. 109 In a per­
sonal NODIS cable to Taylor on December 30, 1964, Johnson ex­
plained why: 110 First, he said, there was the problem of the "politi­
cal turmoil" and "general confusion" in South Vietnam, which 
made it difficult for the U.S. to know what was happening, includ­
ing who was responsible for such an attack on a U.S. position. (He 
also criticized the lack of adequate security at U.S. installations.) 
In this regard, Johnson told Taylor that he continued to be worried 
by the lack of progress" ... in communicating sensitively and per-

101For a description of this and other activities in Phase I, see PP, Gravel ed., vol. m, pp. 251 
IT. There were NSC meetings on Dec. 12 and 19, but there ia almost no infonnation or documen­
tation on these in the Penklgon Papers, and the notes or summaries of the meeting& are still 
cl888ified. 

IOOJbid., p. 92. 
1001bid. Rusk appears to have been particularly skeptical about bombing the north or widen­

ing the war, even though he was a strong supporter of the U.S. role in South Vietnam. This II 
one description of hia position: 

In those days, Rusk was arguing with what appeared to be great personal conviction that it 
would serve no useful purpose to bomb North Vietnam or to send in American f~ghting men. In 
hia "bottle club" sessions, with newsmen on the eighth floor of the State Department, Rusk 
would say that white men should not fight an Asian nation's war; that large numbers of U.S. 
troops would only lead to future and serious hostility with Vietnamese. On the question of 
bombing, Rusk always would say "the war must be won in the South." When pressed to be more 
s~fic, he would beg the question, for, as he would remark, the President had said he was not 
' going North" but was undecided about what action he might take to counter specific situations. 

Hia public appearances backed up hia private remarks. On Jan. 8, 1965, for instance, when 
interviewed on a television program, he said that an expansion of the Vietnam war would lead 
to a multiplication of casualties and subject the people to devastation. 

Such remarks contributed to what came to be known in Washington as a "credibility gap" 
between the Government and its citizens. No one spelled out the frustrating proepects of Viet­
nam better than Rusk himself at that time. To exj)Bild the war, he said in the same JanUBJ')' 
television show, would lead down the trail "the end of which no one in any country could pcat­
bly see with 888urance." Johnson and Gwertzman, Fulbright, the Diaen~r. p. 201. 

110These excerpts are from the President's cable, which ia in the Johnson Library, NSC Histo­
ry File, Deployment of Forces. 
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suasively with the various groups in South Vietnam. . . . In par­
ticular, I wonder whether we are making full use of the kind of 
Americans who have shown a knack for this kind of communica­
tion in the past . . . even if they are not always the easiest men to 
handle in a country team. To put it another way, I continue to be­
lieve that we should have the most sensitive, the most persistent, 
and attentive Americans that we can find in touch with Vietnam­
ese of every kind and quality, and reinforced by Englishmen, and 
Buddhists, and labor leaders, and agricultural experts, and other 
free men of every kind and type, who may have skills to contribute 
in a contest on all fronts." Johnson was apparently referring to 
Lansdale, and to Taylor's long-standing disinclination to include 
Lansdale on the U.S. team in Saigon. 

Johnson also questioned the validity of large-scale bombing of 
the north, preferring instead the use of more U.S. forces in an anti­
guerrilla capacity: 

Everytime I get a military recommendation it seems to me 
that it calls for large-scale bombing: I have never felt that this 
war will be won from the air, and it seems to me that what is 
much more needed and would be more effective is a larger and 
stronger use of Rangers and Special Forces and Marines, or 
other appropriate military strength on the ground and on the 
scene. I am ready to look with great favor on that kind of in­
creased American effort, directed at the guerrillas and aimed 
to stiffen the aggressiveness of Vietnamese military units up 
and down the line. Any recommendation that you or General 
Westmoreland make in this sense will have immediate atten­
tion from me, although I know that it may involve the accept­
ance of larger American sacrifices. We have been building our 
strength to fight this kind of war ever since 1961, and I myself 
am ready to substantially increase the number of Americans in 
Vietnam if it is necessary to provide this kind of fighting force 
against the Viet Cong. 

"I recognized this suggestion," Taylor said in his memoirs, "as a 
reflection of the President's conviction, which I shared, of the im­
portance of the ground operations in South Vietnam over anything 
which could be accomplished by air power in North Vietnam. How­
ever, I felt that there was an important secondary role for the air 
campaign in supplementing and advancing our efforts in the 
South." 111 

According to Westmoreland, Taylor was "stung by the Presi­
dent's implied criticism and disturbed that he saw introducing 
ground troops as a less serious step then bombing the 
North .... " 112 

What is the Alternative? 
By the end of 1964, the Vietnam war was on the verge of being 

"Americanized." What was the alternative? Some supported neu­
tralization, although there were few U.S. policymakers who 
thought it was a realistic possibility. Withdrawal was even less ac-

111Sworda and PlouJIIhora, p. 888. 
110A Soldier &port., p. 114. 
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ceptable. Taylor said, 113 ". . . it never occurred to me to recolll• 
mend withdrawal." "First, there were many untried military and 
other possibilities for improving the situation." In addition,', 
" ... we had every reason to keep up the American will to persist 
in Saigon following the expression of national determination after·. 
the Tonkin Gulf affair .... Had not the Congress declared with 
only two dissenting votes that 'The U.S. regards as vital to its na,. 
tional interest and to world peace the maintenance of international·· 
peace and security in Southeast Asia'? With this authoritative con­
firmation of the essentiality of our mission, no senior official . 
in conscience harbor thoughts of retreat." The complicity of 
U.S. in Diem's demise also increased U.S. responsibility for .the Vii-: 
etnamese, he said. 114 

On the other hand, there was considerable doubt among U.S. ofti. 
cials about the outcome of the struggle in Vietnam, and a ."'"''u•J~.: 
on the part of many that it would, as Paul Kattenburg had nr.,'lti,.+-. 
ed, poison anyone who touched it. No one was more aware of this 
than Lyndon Johnson. In December 1964, Johnson met privately 
for three hours with a group of three reporters, one of whom 
this account of the President's perception of his own dilemma:lll 

. . . he appeared to know that Vietnam was a trap, and that, 
he was probably doomed to failure no matter what policy 
adopted. He likened his situation to standing on a copy 
newspaper in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean. "If I go 
way," he said, tilting his hand to the right, "I'll topple over, 
and if I go this way"-he tilted his hand to the left-"I'U 
topple over, and if I stay where I am, the paper will be ~:~vtlAocu 
up and I'll sink slowly to the bottom of the sea." As he 
this, he lowered his hand slowly toward the floor. 

Amid the increasing pressure for U.S. military action, those 
the executive branch, primarily in the CIA, who continued to advo­
cate a "political" solution rather than military escalation, found 
little support. One of them was William Colby: 116 

After one of the many meetings I attended at the White· 
House, I stopped McGeorge Bundy outside the Situation Room 
and told him plaintively that we must get our attention 
our programs back to the real contest at the village level, 
build up from there instead of endlessly debating where ·· 
bomb North Vietnam and what new projects to impose on the 
overloaded Saigon government. He replied that I might be 
right in my approach, but that he thought the structure of the 
American government would never permit it to be applied. 
And his appreciation of the role of the Pentagon's and the rest. 

113Swords and Plowshares, pp. 327-328. 
114 Another opponent of both neutralization and withdrawal was David Halberstam, who · 

wrote in late 1964 that "Neutralization would only delay the inevitable momentarily," and that 
"we would dishonor ourselves and our allies by pulling out .... " He was skeptical about tha ' 
use of U.S. troops, but at the same time he considered Vietnam to be "p,erhaps one of only five 
or six nations in the world that is truly vital to U.S. interests," and 'may be worth a larger 
commitment on our part .... " "The basic alternatives for Vietnam," he said, "are the saiilt 
now as they were in 1961; the_y are not different, no more palatable, no less of a nightmare." 
Halberstam, The Making of a Quagmire, pp. 315 ff. 

''"Wise, The Politics of Lying, p. 295. 
110 Honorable Men, p. 225. 
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of Washington's juggernaut staff machinery was correct at the 
time. 

In an article on "Viet Nam: Do We Understand Revolution?" 
which appeared in Foreign Affairs for October 1964, General Lans­
dale discussed publicly the position he and others had been advo­
cating.117 Vietnam, he said, was a "people's war," the fighting of 
which would affect future "people's wars" in other parts of the 
world. The "harsh fact," he continued, was that "despite the use of 
overwhelming amounts" of U.S. aid and assistance, the Commu­
nists were stronger than ever. This had happened because 
" ... the Communists have let loose a revolutionary idea in Viet 
Nam ... [which] will not die by being ignored, bombed or smoth­
ered by us. Ideas do not die in such ways." The answer, he said, 
was "to oppose the Communist idea with a better idea and to do so 
on the battleground itself, in a way that would permit the people, 
who are the main feature of that battleground, to make their own 
choice." 

This was Lansdale's description of that "better idea": 
A political base would be established. The first step would be 

to state political goals, founded on principles cherished by free 
men, which the Vietnamese share; the second would be an ag­
gressive commitment of organizations and resources to start 
the Vietnamese moving realistically toward those political 
goals. In essence, this is revolutionary warfare, the spirit of the 
British Magna Carta, the French "Liberte, Egalite, Fraternite" 
and our own Declaration of Independence. . . . 

Lansdale referred to the counterguerrilla wars in the Philippines 
and Malaya, and suggested this formula for success in "people's 
wars": 

When the right cause is identified and used correctly, anti­
Communist fight becomes a pro-people fight, with the over­
whelming majority of the people then starting to help what 
they recognize to be their own side, and the struggle is brought 
to a climax. When the pro-people fight is continued sincerely 
by its leaders, the Communist insurgency is destroyed. 

Lansdale recognized that assisting with the internal political 
problems of another country required "great wisdom and sensitivi­
ty," but his position was the U.S. had done it before and could do it 
again. 

He then turned to the question of developing political goals with 
public appeal. "The great cause in Viet Nam which last united the 
overwhelming majority of Vietnamese, both North and South was 
"independence."' But Ho Chi Minh, Vietnam's "Benedict Arnold," 
had substituted Communism for nationalism. "At this point in time 
and experience," he said, "perhaps the most valuable and realistic 
gift that Americans can give VietNam is to concentrate above ev­
erything else on helping the Vietnamese leadership create the con­
ditions which will encourage the discovery and most rapid possible 
development of a patriotic cause so genuine that the Vietnamese 
willinglv will pledge to it "their lives, their fortunes, their sacred 
honor.''r 

'"Maj. Gen. Edward G. Lan8dale, "Viet Nam: Do We Undentand Revolution," Foreign Af­
(ail'tl (October 1964), pp. 76-86. 
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Lansdale concluded his article with several proposals, primaril1 
having to do with the election of a government to replace the mib­
tary junta ruling the country, the reestablishment of a national 
legislative assembly (which the junta had abolished), and the use ot 
U.S. economic aid to support political development at the local 
level, as well as to increase agricultural production (which he 
stressed would be very beneficial politically). He stressed that mill- • 
tary activities should be directed at protecting and helping the 
people, and supporting the recommended political activities. 

On November 25, Rufus Phillips, one of Lansdale's 1954 team, 
who had returned to Vietnam in 1962 as Assistant Director of the 
Rural Development Office, restated his and Lansdale's position in a 
paper that was Circulated among some of the policymakers in­
volved in the November discussions of U.S. policy. This was his 
summary: 118 

The United States must soon adopt one, or a combination, of' 
four approaches to the problem in Vietnam: . 

1. Punitive/Interdictory bombardment of installations . 
and activities in North Vietnam/Laos. This would not seri-. 
ously adversely affect the Viet Cong/DRV effort; it would · 
solidify opinion against us; its failure would seriously 
lower morale in Vietnam and the U.S., and lead either to 
the commitment of ground forces or negotiated withdraw­
al. 

2. Ground force intervention to: 
a. Establish a cordon sanitaire; using U.S., and 

SEA TO conventional forces; 
b. Harass and throw off-balance the Viet Cong, by 

the employment of a limited number of international 
volunteers-footborne Flying Tigers; or 

c. Assault the North by surprise, employing air­
borne forces, principally U.S., and a major psychologi­
cal-"liberation"-effort; and follow this up with 
sound political-economic counter-insurgency efforts. 
The first of these would be as futile as bombardment, 
and would entail an U.S. assumption of command in 
Vietnam, a sure way to lose that war. The second 
would be dramatic and useful, but would be endan· 
gered by tacit and explicit internal opposition. The 
third would be effective, given greater ability, under­
standing and determination than we have yet exhibit­
ed in our efforts in Vietnam. 

3. Negotiated withdrawal: This would be recognized br . 
our enemies and friends alike as total, ignominious, politl· 
cal and military defeat; a cowardly betrayal of our allies; 
and an abandonment of any American claim to honor or 
morality. 

4. A positive, po~itically-oriented, integrated program. 
Essentially an expression of belief that the traditional 
"American way" can triumph, this would be a rejuvenat-

118Kennedy Library, Thomson Papers, from Phillips' one-page summary. which accompanied 
his 11-page paper, "United States Policy Options in Vietnam," Nov. 25, 1964. In the same loca­
tion is a similar 22-page paper by Lansdale, "Concept for Victory in Vietnam," June 8, 1964. 
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ed redirected effort to establish stable, popular, effective 
go~ernment on a sound pol~tical. and econor;nic b~e. Suc­
cess is assured, if the effort IS guided by advisors with suc­
cessful experience in such wars who are backed by the 
very top; failure, no worse .an~ less costl~ than the other 
positive courses would entail, IS probable If the effort does 
not have such guidance and backing. 

5. Only the last course of action offers ~eal ho~e of an 
outcome consonant with United State national objectives, 
principles, and honor. 

Recommendations for Stronger Action 
On January 6, 1965, Ambassador Taylor cabled a long reply (in 

which his deputy, U. Alexis Johnson, and W~~tmoreland concurred, 
to the President's cable of December 30. 119 • • . we are presently 
on a losing track," Taylor said, "and must risk ~ change: ... To 
take no positive action now is to accep~ def~at m the fairly near 
future." This was his description of th~ situation: . . . . 

We are faced here with a seriously deter10ratmg situatiOn 
characterized by contrived political turmoil, ~rresponsi~ility 
and division within the armed forces, lethargy m the p~cifica­
tion program, some anti-US feeling which could grow, signs of 
mounting terrorism by VC directly at US personnel and deep­
ening discouragement and loss of morale throughout SVN. 
Unless these conditions are somehow changed and trends re­
versed, we are likely soon to ~ace a ~umber of unple~ant de­
velopments ranging from anti-A~erican der;non~trations, fur­
ther civil disorders and even pohtical assassmations to the ul­
timate installation' of a hostile govt which will ask us to leave 
while it seeks accommodations with the National Liberation 
Front and Hanoi. " . 

Taylor said that there were three general causes for this unhap-
py state. of affairs": "lack o~ a s~ble governm~nt, i~adequa«: secu: 
rity agamst the VC and nation-wide war-wea.rmess. ;He contmued. 

Until the fall of Diem and the expenence gamed from ~he 
events of the following months, I doubt that anyone appreciat­
ed the magnitude of the centrifugal political forces ~hich ~a~ 
been kept under control by his iron rule. The successive pohtt­
cal upheavals and the accompan:ying turmoil wJ:tich have fol­
lowed Diem's demise upset all prtor US calculations as to the 
duration and outcome of the counterinsurgency in SVN and 
the future remains uncertain today. There is no adequate re­
placement for Diem in sight. 

At least we know now what are the basic factors responsible 
for this turmoil-chronic factionalism, civilian-military suspi­
cions and distrust, absence of national spirit and mo~ivatio!l-, 
lack of cohesion in the social structure, lack of experience m 
the conduct of govt. These are historical factors growing out of 
national characteristics and traditions, susceptible to change 
only over the long run. Perhaps other Americans might mar­
ginally influence them more effectively but generally speaking 

'"Taylor's five-part report w!M contained in SaUron to Washington 2052-2058, Jan. 6, 1965, 
Johnson Library, NSC History File, Deployment. of F'Orcee. 
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we Americans are not going to change them in any fundamen­
tal way in any measurable time. We can only recognize their 
existence and adjust our plans and expectations accordingly. 

Based on this analysis, Taylor said that there were "some things 
we clearly cannot do-change national characteristics, create lead­
ership where it does not exist, raise large additional GVN forces or 
seal porous frontiers to infiltration . . . in the time available we 
cannot expect anything better than marginal govt and marginal 
pacification progress with continued decline of national morale­
unless something new is added to make uP. for those things we 
cannot control." The "something new" was 'graduated air attacks 
directed against the will of the DRV"-Phase II. "I know that this 
is an old recipe with little attractiveness," Taylor said, "but no 
matter how we reexamine the facts, or what appear to be the facts, 
we can find no other answer which offers any chance of success." 
Air attacks, he added, would be "the most flexible weapon in our 
arsenal of military superiority to bring pressure on the will of the 
chiefs of the DRV. As practical men, they cannot wish to see the 
fruits of ten years of labor destroyed by slowly escalating air at­
tacks (which they cannot prevent) without trying to find some ac­
commodations which will excise the threat." 

Taylor again objected to the use of U.S. ground forces whose, 
" ... military value would be more than offset by their political li­
ability. The Vietnamese have the manpower and the basic skills to 
win this war. What they lack is motivation. The entire advisory_ 
effort has been devoted to giving them both skill and motivation. If 
that effort has not succeeded there is less reason to think that U.S. 
combat forces would have the desired effect. In fact, there is good 
reason to believe that they would have the opposite effect by cau. 
ing some Vietnamese to let the U.S. carry the burden while others, 
probably the majority, would actively turn against us. Thus inter­
vention with ground combat forces would at best buy time and !, , 

would lead to ever increasing commitments until, like the French, 
we would be occupying an essentially hostile foreign country." 

Included in the report was an analysis by Westmoreland of sever-
al alternative methods for using U.S. forces, which concluded that 
the only acceptable alternative was to use such forces in a support­
ing role for Vietnamese forces. Taylor and Westmoreland did not 
recommend that alternative, however, nor did they favor an expan· i · 

sion of the advisory effort. (At that time there were approximately 
23,000 U.S. military personnel in Vietnam, 5,000 of whom were 
serving as advisers, and 18,000 in operational support.) 

Taylor's recommendation was that the U.S. give the Vietnamese 
a "conditional commitment that if, in the U.S. judgment, the GVN 
reaches a certain level of performance, the USG will join in an es­
calating campaign against the DRV. Hopefully, by such action, we 
could improve the government, unify the armed forces to some 
degree, and thereupon move into the Phase II program without 
which we see little chance of breaking out of the present downward 
spiral." " ... we should look for an occasion," he added, "to begin 
air operations just as soon as we have satisfactorily compromiSed 
the current political situation in Saigon and set up a minimal 
govt. . . . At the proper time, we can set the stage for action by 
exposing to the public our case against infiltration, and by initiat-
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ing aggressive DE SOTO patrols . . . when decided to act, we can 
justify that decision on the basis of infiltration, of VC terrorism, of 
attacks on DE SOTO patrols or any combination of the three." 
~ean~hil~, Ta~lor said he hoped that, regardless of the political 
situation m Saigon, the U.S. would conduct appropriate reprisal 
strikes in the event of major acts of terrorism by the Communists. 

Taylor did not agree with the President's suggestion for using 
more :\mericans wit~ skill and experience in communicating with 
the VIetnam~se, ~aymg that the u.~; already had extensive politi­
cal contacts m VIetnam, and that, On the whole, the quality of 
our personnel in Vietnam is high and I believe they meet pretty 
well rour description of 'sensitive, persistent and attentive Ameri­
cans. We could perhaps improve on our use of them but we defi­
nitely do not need more. The Vietnamese may even be somewhat 
smot~ered now by the quantity of US contacts." But Taylor said 
that It would be well for Johnson to assure himself on this point 
and suggested that the President send McGeorge Bundy, or som~ 
one like him, to review that particular aspect of the U.S. program. 

On January 6, 1965, William Bundy sent a memorandum to Rusk 
in preparation for a meeting that afternoon with the President to 
disc.uss the Vietnamese situation, especially Taylor's cable. The 
subject of the Bundy memo was "Notes on the South Vietnamese 
Situation and Alternatives." 120 The memorandum represented, 
Bundy said, the consensus of his ideas and those of the State De­
partment's other top advisers on Vietnam-Michael Forrestal 
(head of the Vietnam Coordinating Committee) and Leonard Unger 
(one of Bundy's deputies). 

According to Bundy's memo, "the situation is now likely to come 
apart more rapidly than we had anticipated in November." This 
was his prognosis: 1 21 

We would still stick to the estimate that the most likely 
form. of coming apart would be ~ govern~ent of key groups 
startmg to negotiate covertly with the Liberation Front or 
Hanoi, perhaps not asking in the first instance that we get out, 
but with that necessarily following at a fairlr early stage. In 
one sense, this would be a "Vietnam solution,' with some hope 
that it would produce a Communist Vietnam that would assert 
its own degree of independence from Peiping and that would 
produce a pause in Communist pressure in Southeast Asia. On 
the other hand, it would still be virtually certain that Laos 
would then become untenable and that Cambodia would ac­
c?mmodate in some ~~Y· Most ~eriously, there is grave ques­
tion whether the Thai m these Circumstances would retain any 
confidence at all in our continued support. In short the out­
come would be regarded in Asia, and particularly a:nong our 
friends, as just as humiliating a defeat as any other form. As 
events have developed, the American public would probably 
not be too sharply critical, but the real question would be 
whether Thailand and other nations were weakened and taken 
over thereafter. 

11°For the text - PP, Gravel ed., vol. W, pp. 684-686. 
111 Ibid., p. 685. 
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Bundy recommended that the U.S. take stronger action against '· 
North Vietnam to prevent the defeat of the U.S. in Southeast Asia, 
but cautioned that "its stiffening effect on the Saigon political situ­
ation would not be at all sure to bring about a more effective gov­
ernment, nor would limited actions against the southern DRV in 
fact sharply reduce infiltration or, in present circumstances, be at 
all likely to induce Hanoi to call it off." 122 This was his reason­
ing:I23 

Nonetheless, on balance we believe that such action would 
have some faint hope of really improving the Vietnamese situ­
ation, and, above all, would put us in a much stronger position 
to hold the next line of defense, namely Thailand. Accepting 
the present situation-or any negotiation on the basis of it­
would be far weaker from this latter key standpoint. If we 
moved into stronger actions, we should have in mind that ne­
gotiations would be likely to emerge from some quarter in any 
event, and that under existing circumstances, even with the 
additional element of pressure, we could not expect to get an 
outcome that would really secure an independent South Viet­
nam. Yet even on an outcome that produced a progressive de­
terioration in South Vietnam and an eventual Communist 
takeover, we would still have appeared to Asians to have done 
a lot more about it. 

Bundy's memo cited three specific kinds of action that could be 
taken: 

a. An early occasion for reprisal action against the DRV. 
b. Possibly beginning low-level reconnaissance of the DRV at 

once. 
c. Concurrently with a or b, an early orderly withdrawal of 

our dependents. 
The memo added, however, that such actions " ... would be a 

grave mistake in the absence of stronger action, and if taken in iso­
lation would tremendously increase the pace of deterioration in 
Saigon. If we are to clear our decks in this way-and we are more 
and more inclined to think we should-it simply must be, for this 
reason alone, in the context of some stronger action." (emphasis in 
original) By "stronger action" Bundy was referring to U.S. ground 
forces. "Introduction of limited US ground forces into the northern 
area of South Vietnam," he said, "still has great appeal to many of 
us, concurrently with the first air attack into the DRV. It would 
have a real stiffening effect in Saigon, and a strong signal effect to 
Hanoi." The memo added, "On the disadvantage side, such forces 
would be possible attrition targets for the VietCong." 

McNaughton took a similar position. In a memo on January 4, 
1965,124 he stated, "Our stakes in South Vietnam are: (a) Buffer 
real estate near Thailand and Malaysia and (b) Our reputation. 
The latter is more important than the former .... " McNaughton 
also felt that "The best present estimate is that South Vietnam is 
being 'lost.'" Unlike Bundy, Forrestal, and Unger, however, he did 

1220thers also doubted the efficacy of bombing North Vietnam, and urged that the U.S. con· 
centrate on improving South Vietnamese forces rather than increasing the use of U.S. forces. 
See, for example, Cooper, The Lost Crusade, pp. 258-259. 

1 23 PP, Gravel ed., vol. Ill, p. 685. 
, .. For the text see ibid., pp. 683-684. 
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not favor U.S. ground forces: "Additional U.S. soldiers are as likely 
to be counterproductive as productive." He did advocate a reprisal 
raid on North Vietnam and the removal of U.S. dependents. We 
should "keep slugging away," and "if we leave be sure it is a depar­
ture of the kind that would put everyone on our side, wondering 
how we stuck it and took it so long." 125 

At the January 6 meeting with Rusk, McNamara, and McGeorge 
Bundy, however, the President reportedly "was clearly in no mood 
to make new decisions," and made none. 126 In a cable back to 
Taylor on January 7, the President said that he and others in 
Washington generally agreed with Taylor's analysis, but he did not 
want to make a commitment on the "timing and scale of Phase 
11." 127 He agreed that the U.S. should begin contingency planning 
with the Vietnamese in anticipation of Phase II, but said that fur­
ther decisions would depend on "experience in reprisal actions, on 
joint efforts to achieve victories within South Vietnam, .and on 
joint efforts to achieve political stability." 

Johnson also agreed with Taylor that the U.S. should have a 
firm policy, established jointly with the Vietnamese, of reprisal in 
the case of "Viet Cong atrocities," but he repeated his opinion that 
before such reprisals were carried out the U.S. should evacuate its 
dependents from Vietnam. 

Taylor replied on January 11, expressing satisfaction with the 
President's cable of January 7. 128 He said he hoped he could 
assume from that cable that the U.S. was planning "prompt pas­
sage into Phase II operations against the DRV as soon as possible," 
in addition to conducting reprisals in return for specific Commu­
nist attacks. In this connection, Taylor said that "in applying the 
criteria for governmental performance, I am sure we will have to 
use much common sense and great leniency if we are ever going to 
take action ... we may have to be satisfied with little more than 
the continued existence of a government in whose name we can act 
and to whose request for assistance we can respond.'' He recom­
mended, therefore, that the President ar.prove a policy statement 
that would include the following point: 'It is the intention of the 
USG to initiate Phase II operations as soon as the GVN meets or 
shows reasonable promise of meeting the criteria being able to 

120During 1964, McNaughton began discU88ing with Forrestal his doubts about U.S. policy 
toward Vietnam. According to Halberstam, The Best and the Brightest, p. 868, "Having finished 
with Forrestal, McNaughton would go back and pour out his doubts to one man, Robert S. 
McNamara, a man he was still in awe of. McNamara would override them, he would dampen 
them, it would be business as usual, and McNaughton, the secret dove, would emerge from the 
Secretary's office and hide his doubts, because he still wanted to be a player, and he knew there 
was no power at the Pentagon if he differed from McNamara at all." 

Halberstam also reports the following (p. 366): 
"In late 1964, he [McNaughton] assigned Daniel Ellsber¥ to the job of looking for ways of ra­

tionalizing_the American way out of Vietnam-if everything collapsed. It was in effect to be a 
covering White Paper along the lines of the China White Paper. 'l'he secrecy involved in Ells­
berg's assignment was paramount: Ellsberg, McNaughton made clear, was to talk to no one else 
about his assifnment, not even his colleagues in the McNa~hton shop. He was not to use a 
secretary on h18 reports but was to type them himself. In addition McNaughton wanted to make 
clear that this very assignment might damage Ellsberg's career, that a repeat of the McCarthy 
period was possible. 'You should be clear,' he repeatedly warned Ellsberg, 'that you could be 
signin1J the death warrant to your career by havi~ anything to do with calculations and deci­
sions like these. A lot of people were ruined for less. " 

1108undy MS., ch. 20, p. 19. 
•nJoh1180n Library, NSC History File, Deployment of Forcee, Washington to Saigon 1419, 

Jan. 7, 1965. 
1965 >IISaigon to Washington 2116, Jan. 11, ,118Dle location. 
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speak for and to its people; to maintain law and order _in principal 
cities· and to make plans for the conduct of operatwns and to 
assur~ effective execution of such plans by military and police 
forces of SVN." 

Taylor proposed that "If, after giving about another month's run 
to our effort in Laos, the Huong government [on November 1, 1964, 
Tran Van Huong, a civilian, had been named Premier under 
Khanh and the military junta] is still in business, my feeling is 
that we should be ready to embark on Phase II operations, if onlr, 
for the pulmotor effect upon the internal situation in SVN.' 
Almost one month after this recommendation was made, it is of in­
terest to note, Phase II began. 

On January 14, the President replied. He directed Taylor to ' 
begin the evacuation of U.S. dependents, and to recommend repris­
al action in the event of a "spectacular enemy action." He still de­
clined, however, to make a commitment with respect to when 
Phase II would begin.1 2 9 

In later conversations with Doris Kearns, Johnson described his 
perception of the situation in early 1965:130 

I knew from the start that I was bound to be crucified either 
way I moved. If I left the woman I really loved-the Great So­
ciety-in order to get involved with that bitch of a war on the 
other side of the world, then I would lose everything at home 
. . . But if I left that war and let the Communists take over 
South Vietnam, then I would be seen as a coward and my 
nation would be seen as an appeaser and we would both find it 
impossible to accomplish anything for anybody anywhere on 
the entire globe. 

Oh, I could see it coming all right. History provided too . 
many cases where the sound of the bugle put an immediate . 
end to the hopes and dreams of the best reformers: the Span­
ish-American War drowned the populist spirit; World War I 
ended Woodrow Wilson's New Freedom; World War II brought. 
the New Deal to a close. Once the war began, then all those 
conservatives in the Congress would use it as a weapon against 
the Great Society. You see, they'd never wanted to help the 
poor or the Negroes in the first place. But they were having a ' 
hard time figuring out how to make their opposition sound 
noble in a time of great prosperity. But the war. Oh, they'd use 
it to say they were against my programs, not because they 
were against the poor-why, they were as generous and as 
charitable as the best of Americans-but because the war had 
to come first. First, we had to beat those Godless Communists 
and then we could worry about the homeless Americans. And 
the generals. Oh, they'd love the war, too. It's hard to be a 
military hero without a war. Heroes need battles and bombs 
and bullets in order to be heroic. That's why I am suspicious of 
the military. They're always so narrow in their appraisal of ev­
erything. They see everything in military terms. Oh, I could 
see it coming. And I didn't like the smell of it. I didn't like 

""Washington to Saigon 1477, Jan. 14, 1965, same location. 
13oKearns, Lyndon Johnson and the American Dream, pp. 251-252. See also The Best and the 

Brightest, p. 507. 
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anything about it, but I think the situation in South Vietnam 
bothered me most. They never seemed able to get themselves 
together down there. Always fighting with one another. Bad. 
Bad. 

Yet everything I knew about history told me that if I got out 
of Vietnam and let Ho Chi Minh run through the streets of 
Saigon, then I'd be doing exactly what Chamberlain did in 
World War II. I'd be giving a big fat reward to aggression. And 
I knew that if we let Communist aggression succeed in taking 
over South Vietnam, there would follow in this country an 
endless national debate-a mean and destructive debate-that 
would shatter my Presidency, kill my administration and 
damage our democracy. I knew that Harry Truman and Dean 
Acheson had lost their effectiveness from the day that the 
Communists took over in China. I believed that the loss of 
China had played a large role in the rise of Joe McCarthy. And 
I knew that all these problems, taken together, were chicken­
shit compared with what might happen if we lost Vietnam. 

For this time there would be Robert Kennedy out in front 
leading the fight against me, telling everyone that I had be­
trayed John Kennedy's commitment to South Vietnam. That I 
had let a democracy fall into the hands of the Communists. 
That I was a coward. An unmanly man. A man without a 
spine. Oh, I could see it coming all right. Every night when I 
fell asleep I would see myself tied to the ground in the middle 
of a long, open space. In the distance, I could hear the voices of 
thousands of people. They were all shouting at me and running 
toward me: "Coward! Traitor! Weakling!" They kept coming 
closer. They began throwing stones. At exactly that moment I 
would generally wake up . . . terribly shaken. But there was 
more. You see, I was as sure as any man could be that once we 
showed how weak we were, Moscow and Peking would move in 
a flash to exploit our weakness. They might move independent­
ly or they might move together. But move they would-wheth­
er through nuclear blackmail, through subversion, with regu­
lar armed forces or in some other manner. As nearly as 
anyone can be certain of anything, I knew they couldn't resist 
the opportunity to expand their control over the vacuum of 
power we would leave behind us. And so would begin World 
War III. So you see, I was bound to be crucified either way I 
moved. 

Doubtless some of this was LBJ hyperbole and hindsight, but 
there can be no question that in January 1965, as he was about to 
be inaugurated after campaigning on a peace platform, Lyndon 
Johnson was loath to lead the country into war. 131 

131His inaugural address on Jan. 20 was general in nature, and Vietnam was not mentioned. 
The only related remarks were, "The American covenant called on us to help show the way for 
the liberation of man. And that is still our goal .... If American lives must end, and American 
treasure be spilled, in countries that we barely know, then that is the price that change has 
demanded of conviction and of our enduring covenant." Public Papers of the Presidents, Lyndon 
B. JohllliOn, 1965, p. 72. 
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Growing Opposition in Congress 
Johnson also had good reason, as he learned later, to be con­

cerned about the growing opposition in Congress to an expanded 
U.S. military role in Vietnam. An Associated Press poll of the 
Senate on January 6, 1965, showed strong support for a negotiated 
settlement. Of 63 Senators responding, 31 were for a negotiated set­
tlement after improving the U.S.-South Vietnamese bargaining po. 
sition and 10 favored negotiating immediately. Three were for an 
immediate withdrawal. Eight favored using U.S. forces in Vietnam, 
while another eleven favored continuing the program of strength­
ening the South Vietnamese. 13 2 

Although there was considerable congressional opposition to fur­
ther U.S. involvement in Vietnam, Congress, according to a report 
in the New York Times on January 11, 1965, " ... is just as baffled 
and frustrated over what the U.S. should do in Vietnam as the Ad­
ministration is." 

Senate Republican Leader Dirksen was not among the skeptics. 
On January 3, 1965, he said that if the U.S. pulled out of Vietnam 
"the rank of the United States in the Orient would plummet. And 
from the standpoint of the Philippines and Guam, we would have . 
no anchor point left." He suggested, however, that the President 
might want to meet with congressional leaders and arrive at a deci­
sion to fight or to withdraw. Although he believed that the Presi­
dent could act without congressional approval if there was a 
"danger to national security," he thought Johnson would want to 
have the support of congressional leaders, if not Congress as a 
whole, as was the case in earlier crises in Lebanon, Berlin, and the 
Formosa Straits. 1 3 3 

Among those Senators who questioned U.S. policy toward Viet­
nam Church and McGovern, both of whom had voted reluctantly 
for the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution, but had supported Johnson in 
the 1964 Presidential election, were becoming increasingly con­
cerned about the trend toward greater U.S. involvement and the ' 
possible extension of the war into North Vietnam. Although they . 
were young junior Members of the Senate, they were considered 
intelligent 'moderate-liberal Democrats, whose internationalist 
viewpoints contrasted rather sharply with those of their constituen­
cies in Idaho (Church) and South Dakota (McGovern). (Church, a 
member of the Foreign Relations Committee, represented the same . 
state that had been represented by Senator William Borah, chair­
man of the Foreign Relations Committee in the 1920s, who was 
thought of by those of internationalist persuasion as being an "iso­
lationist"-a fact that Lyndon Johnson did not let Church forget as 
the two began to part company on the issue of Vietnam.) As a · 
result of these factors, both Church and McGovern were viewed as 
being part of the moderate, centrist sector of senato_rial and public 
opinion on Vietnam, and as representative of the kmd of electoral 
support Johnson had received from traditionally isolationist areas 
in the Midwest and West. 

•••New York Times, Jan. 7, 1966. 
130Jbid., Jan. 3, 1966. 
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In the post-Gulf of Tonkin and post-1964 election period, when 
Johnson's political strength was so formidable, the views of Church 
and McGovern may not have seemed very important to the Presi­
dent. He doubtless knew, however, that if the war became unpopu­
lar, it would be the Churches and McGoverns in Congress who, as 
spokesmen for those who opposed the war, especially those from 
the moderate-liberal Democratic center, would help to bring him 
down and to repudiate his policies. 

For their part, Church and McGovern and others like them in 
Congress were well aware of Johnson's political power and prowess, 
and of the political and personal risk they would run if they op­
posed him on an important issue. By the end of 1964, however, they 
felt compelled to speak out. Church was the first to do so. In an 
interview for the New York Times, on December 26, 1964, he advo­
cated the neutralization of Southeast Asia, with the U.N. as the 
guarantor of the settlement. Neutralization, however, should not be 
"camouflage for a Communist takeover." Church was also opposed 
to extending the war to the north. He said that the U.S. must 
honor its commitments, but that the war could be won only by the 
South Vietnamese themselves. He hoped that the U.S. would not 
be forced to withdraw, but said, "we must be prepared for that pos­
sibility." He added: "Unless we come to accept the fact that it is 
neither within the power nor the interest of the United States to 
preserve the status quo everywhere, our policy is doomed to fail­
ure."134 

On January 15, 1965, McGovern made a major speech in the 
Senate in which he took a somewhat comparable position. The U.S. 
was not winning in Vietnam, he said, and expansion of the war 
would be "an act of folly designed in the end to create simply a 
larger, more inglorious debacle.'~ The problem, he said, was politi­
cal rather than military. "The United States can accomplish much 
through foreign aid and military support, but we cannot create 
strong, effective, and popular national leadership where that lead­
ership either does not exist or does not exert itself.'' "The United 
States," he added, "can at most only hold a finger in the dike until 
the South Vietnamese find themselves." He, too, was opposed to in­
creasing U.S. involvement or extending the war, but he said, "we 
cannot simply walk out and permit the Vietcong to march into 
Saigon." He preferred a prolonged conflict if necessary, and said he 
hoped "we would be prepared to wa7e such a conflict rather than 
to surrender the area to communism. ' 

According to McGovern, "the most practical way, if we are to 
take further action in Vietnam, is to put pressure on North Viet­
nam quietly through infiltration and subversion by South Vietnam­
ese units." The purpose of such action, he added, would be to force 
the North Vietnamese to negotiate, and "The most viable and prac­
tical policy for the United States in Vietnam is negotiation and a 
political settlement." Alluding to his speech on August 8, 1964, im­
mediately after passage of the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution, in which 
he suggested that the U.S. might accept the French proposal for an 
international conference, he concluded by discussing possible mini-

134/bid., Dec. 'l!l, 1964. 
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mal terms by which a settlement acceptable to both sides might be 
reached. 1311 

The administration's own survey of the Senate and the House, 
which was conducted by State Department staff during January, 
concluded that both Congress and the public generally supported 
the President, and would especially do so in a "crunch," but were 
frustrated and confused, and needed further persuasion as to the 
justice and necessity of the U.S. position: 13 6 

We find largely that there is a generalized frustration with 
the situation in Vietnam and our involvement there. The great 
majority of Congressmen are neither satisfied nor dissatisfied; 
their thoughts are fragmented and they are genuinely per­
plexed. In this state, they are willing to go along with the 
people who have the direct responsibility, the experts, in the 
Executive Branch. Of the remainder, there are substantially 
more people who are definitely with us or think we might do 
slightly more in the way of demonstrating our resolve in a 
military sense than there are who are definitely against us and 
think we should really pour our efforts into withdrawing, call 
it what they will. 

There are some differences between the House and the 
Senate. There are fewer individuals in the House who are will­
ing to take any precise stand; the general instinct is to keep 
with the herd, watch the situation, stick it out, pester the Ad­
ministration to solve the problem but go along with it in its 
efforts. . . . On the Senate side there are more who will take 
individual stands and among those more who are moving 
gradually, although cautiously, in the direction of negotiation­
neutralization-U.N. responsibility-political settlement. 

The report gave this rundown on individuals in the Senate: 
. . . You now know how McGovern stands; Morse is some­

what inclined to institute a tough but limited reprisal policy as 
our next move. 

There is a fairly definable Senate group who should be 
watched closely in this regard. They are the Church-McGovern­
Pell-Gore-Nelson bunch, which is partially dormant, and could 
expand. What might be characterized as the [A. J. Mike] Mon­
roney [D/Okla.]-Saltonstall-Scott group, much larger in size, is 
right with us, and feeling we conceivably might do more in the 
way of selective pressures on the North. Lausche is right with 
us; . . . Russell is obviously unhappy but staying on the reser­
vation. Young [Milton R. Young, R/N. Dak.] has stated that he 
doesn't feel Vietnam is a hopeless cause and [Karl E.] Mundt 
[R/S. Dak.] says that neutralization has never worked before. 
We know about Fulbright and Mansfield; most Senators reject 
Morse and Gruening, as well as Thurmond and Tower; Dirksen 
is looking, so far unsuccessfully, for a handle; Jackson and 
Cooper should be watched as indicators. 

13 °CR, vol. 110, pp. 784-786. . 
.. •Memorandum for William Bundy from his assistant, Jonathan Moore, "Congressional Atti­

tudes on SVN," no date, but written in Jan. 1965, and located in the Kennedy Library, Thomson 
Papers, in a folder covering the period 1-65 to 2-65. 
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Thus, the report stated, referring to the overall situation in Con­
gress: 

1. We've got adequate support for the moment, largely pas­
sive but strong enough in a crunch to more than offset the op­
position, and left largely alone it will stay this way. 

2. There is in the Senate a group of fairly junior liberals 
growing in size and boldness who advocate finding a way to 
withdraw honorably and under the protection of international 
safeguards as the first order of business. 

3. Without more active efforts to present and persuade on 
the Hill in order actually to develop and solidify support, the 
passage of time and unhappy developments in SEA could erode 
our position and enhance the persuasiveness and numbers of 
the opposition. 

In conclusion, the report stated: 
The Congressional opinion-as it should-largely mirrors 

what is going on throughout the country. The public opinion 
trend there is toward the middle even more notably. That is, 
there are less people who are really behind us and more whose 
opinions about U.S. policy in Vietnam are frustrated and frag­
mented. This body of citizens is not against us and will not be 
for the time being; in a crunch they would back us up rather 
strongly. But left alone they can become increasingly discon­
tent and impatient, and gradually-particularly if helped by 
continuingly dismal reports from the area-shift to a more 
negative position which could become very influential. If that 
trend ever did really set in, it might grow tenaciously. 

Johnson had his own thoughts on some of the "problem" Sena­
tors. He told Adlai Stevenson (U.S. Ambassador to the U.N.) in a 
private conversation at the White House on January 4, 1965, that 
Stevenson should talk to Morse, and that he should remind Morse 
that as majority leader he (Johnson) had put him on the Foreign 
Relations Committee on the day Morse switched from the Republi­
can to the Democratic Party. "Stevenson replied that Morse had 
said so many nasty things about him that he doubted he would 
have much influence. Johnson observed that Morse had said nasty 
things about everyone except his wife." Johnson also said " ... he 
was having trouble with Senator Mansfield, whom he considered 
'mean and small,' who would not give Humphrey's wife a ticket to 
the State of the Union ceremonies, who refused to give Vice Presi­
dent Humphrey a suitable office in the Capitol, and who had once 
told Johnson that he, Mansfield, would run the Senate and that if 
Johnson sent Humphrey to run it Mansfield would oppose him." 137 

With respect to Russell's position, it is likely that during the 
period around Christmas 1964, Johnson, who was at his ranch in 
Texas, discussed the Vietnam situation with Russell, as well as 
others, by telephone. Although the necessary documentation as to 
what Russell recommended is not available (if, in fac:.t, it exists), ac­
cording to William Bundy, " ... at least one Senior Senator who 

t37Martin, Adlai Stevenson and the World, pp. 823-824. Morse resumed his Senate speeches on 
Jan. 6 1965. See CR, vol. 111, PJl· 331-341. For a good statement of his position see his article in 
the N~w York Times Magazine, Jan. lz, 1965, "Wf: ~ust !--eave Y,ietnam." In the same issue is a 
contrary view by Henry Cabot Lodge, We Can Wm m VIetnam_ 
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enjoyed the President's total confidence and high respect had ad­
vised him bluntly that now was the time to find a way out."1as 
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In a memorandum (included in the transcript of the hearing) 
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ance, from the kinds of people, that would enable the Vietnamese 
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138Bundy MS., ch. 20, p. I4. 
190New York Times, Jan. I2, 1966. 
140U.S. Congress, Senate, Committee on Foreign Relations, unpublished transcripts of the in· 

formal hearin¥ on Jan. 7 and of the executive session on Jan. 8, 1966. 
141At this bme Lansdale had technically retired from the Air Force, and was a Consultant to 

the White House on Food for Peace. Phillipa, who had been replaced in 1964 as head of the 
office of rural affairs in the U.S. mission by George Tanham, was president of Intercontinental 
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be free in a way understood by Vietnamese, and whom the Viet­
nam~se realists believe can give I?ractical advice worthy of their 
heedmg on how to defeat Commumst subversive insurgency as it is 
waged in Asia .... " 

As the meeting with the Lansdale group concluded, Sparkman, 
who tended to be a staunch supporter of the executive branch in 
the conduct of foreign policy, said he was deeply troubled by the 
testimony. Humphrey said that he was too. Sparkman asked what 
could _be done. Fulbright said, "There is only one man that can do 
anythmg ... and that would actually be the President." Spark­
man asked, "How are you going to get that word to the President?" 
Fulbright replied, " ... we have got the Vice President here. I will 
go wit~ him . : . the only thing I can think of is that you and I and 
the VICe President talk to the President about it." It was at this 
point that Humphrey said he had talked to the President who had 
told him to go ahead. "The President hasn't a closed mind on this," 
Humphrey added, and he suggested that the material from the 
hearing be summarized and that he, Fulbright, Sparkman and 
Hickenlooper, the ranking Republican on the committee ask to see 
the President to talk about it. Referring to the witne~ses, Hum­
phrey added, ". . . I feel like these men do. It is just a tragedy to 
think we are losing when we don't need to. I know some of the de­
cisions ... that are being made as we sit here and talk right now. 
I feel that maybe we are going to make some decisions that will be 
disastrous.'' 

Fulbri~ht also suggested tha~ at the hearing the next day (Janu­
a~y 8) w1th Rusk, some questwns be asked based on the hearing 
with the Lansdale group. Humphrey disagreed. His explanation 
was off the record, but it presumably had to do with the fact that 
the hearing with the Lansdale group had been set up for the bene­
fit of the committee, and the witnesses were speaking informally 
off-the-record, and out of official channels. ' 

~everal mot;~-ths later, in an executive session of the Foreign Re­
lations Committee on May 19, 1965, Fulbright referred to the hear­
ing in January with the Lansdale group, and said that he had 
"mentioned" to the President the need for more attention to the 
political side of the war, and "got a very cool reception." He added 
that Ifralei~h had been "fired" by the administration for testifying 
on this subJect, an act which Fulbright said was considered by the 
AID mission chief in Vietnam to be "disloyal." 14 2 

In the executive session on Vietnam with Rusk and William 
Bundy_ on January 8, various members of the Foreign Relations 
Committee expressed concern about the situation in Vietnam and 
the ineffectiveness of U.S. policy.l 43 "The only reason I and 
others," Fulb;right said, "have entertained the possibility ... that 
!llaXbe we might have to negotiate is simply it looks hopeless. It 
~s~ t b~ca}lse we _want to,put .... we are faced with the fact [that] 
It JUSt Isn t workmg. . . . Wtthout revealing that he and others on 
the committee had discussed the "political war" with the Lansdale 
group the previous day, Fulbright said, " ... maybe we have 

~<•U.S. Congress, Senate, Committee on Foreign Relations, unpublished executive session 
transcript, May 19, 1966. 
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thought of this entirely as a military operation or practically so, 
and that we have not been . . . willing and able . . . to help them 
generate a stable political org;~nization whic? ~ould t~~n be the 
basis with which we work. . . . Gore took a similar positio~. 

Church and Morse advocated using the U.N. Rusk, saymg that 
he did not think that the U.N. would fight in Vietnam, commented 
that it would be tempting to take the issue~ the u.~. to prove to 
Morse, in particular, that this was not a feasible solution. . . 

Fulbright referred to Taylor's testimony before the committee m 
December 1964 that the war would not be escalated unless and 
until a stable government was established i~ South Vietn~~- He 
wanted to know whether this was still th_e pohcy of th~ admm~stra­
tion. Rusk replied, "Mr. Chairman that IS present pohcy. I thu;1k I 
should say if the President should come to any ot~er conclusions 
he would do so in consultation with the leadership of the Con­
gress." What about the argument that an attack on the no~h was 
necessary in order to bring about a sta~le gover~ment I_n t?e 
south? Fulbright asked, adding, ,:'1 don't thu~k a~~hmg can JUsti_fy 
the escalation of the war. . . . Rusk rephed, Well, Mr. Chrur­
man, I think that is something that the President an_d the leader­
ship will talk to each other about." The exchange C<?~tm~ed: 

The Chairman. Will we be told after the deciSI?n IS made or 
before. Will we be invited to a meeting at the Whit~ Hous~ and 
told we have made up our mind tomorrow mornmg or m 30 
minutes launch an attack. 

Secretary Rusk. We have never ourselves guarantee_d North 
Vietnam as a safe haven for all those depradations w~Ic~ have 
been coming out of North Vietnam. There have been mcidents 
down the coast and other things which have happened. 

The Chairman. I understand covert attacks have been m~de 
and we know about it. But I am talking about a rather ma.J~r 
attack on North Vietnam by forces which are not just a hit 

and run. h 'b'l't Secretary Rusk. I take it you are going beyond t e possi I I y 
of retaliation at this point. 

The Chairman. Yes. 
Secretary Rusk. There was the Gulf of Tonkin. 
The Chairman. Yes. 
Secretary Rusk. That was retaliation. . . 
The Chairman. I just want to know what the Id~a 18. I would 

hate for this decision to be made before the committ~ had the 
opportunity to consider it. . . . [Fulbright then mentio~ed ~he 
restraining role of Congress when tJ;te U.S. was ~onside~I~g 
military action at Dien Bien Phu and m Laos.] In this case It 1!3 
so important that I hope the administration won't make a deci­
sion of that nature. Before they make the decision, at least 
feeling the pulse of this committee. Do you think that would be 
a reasonable thing to expect? 

Secretary Rusk. I think Mr. ~hairman, ~rhaps the reasona­
ble thing on a matter of such Importance Is to report your re­
marks to the President. 

The Chairman. That is right. . . 
On January 15, Rusk testified ~ain before the For~Ign, Relations 

Committee in an executive session on the committee s annual 
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review of the "state of the world." 14 4 There was a brief discussion 
of Vietnam, including a question by Sparkman about news stories 
that the U.S. was planning airstrikes on North Vietnam. Rusk re­
plied: "I myself feel that strike~ against th~ North are a p~rt of the 
problem on which the leadership_ an? President would be m con~ul­
tation, because this would be a sigmficant development of the Situ­
ation. I have reported the views expressed by members of the com­
mittee on that point at our last meeting." 

During the last two weeks of January and the first week_ of Feb­
ruary, as various other Members of Congress were expressmg con­
cern about the situation in Vietnam, and the possibility of military 
escalation, Fulbright replied to a friend who was an o:verseas e~­
ployee of the U.S. foreign aid program, and who had wntten to him 
about U.S. policy in Vietnam: 145 • 

... it is not exactly within my power to mfluence the 
course of events in South Viet Nam, other than to express a 
personal opinion, as the matter is run by the Executive 
Branch, as you well know. We are only told whatever is 
thought suitable for our sensitive ears. All I can say is that 
there is a great deal of discussion under the surface. I feel sure 
the majority of my colleagues de;> not vyi~h to see it expan~ed, 
but would like very much to see It admmistered more effective­
ly. I hope some way can be found to persuade the Vietnamese 
to work together. While I have a very high opinion of Ambas­
sador Taylor as a military leader, he has not demonstrated a 
very effective political talent when it comes to inspir~ng the 
Vietnamese to pull together, but perhaps no one can do It. 

Conclusion 

These last weeks of January 1965 proved to be the end of an­
other phase of U.S. involvement in Vietnam. Within a few weeks, 
the United States began systematic bombing of North Vietnam, fol­
lowed by the deployment of U.S. ground forces to fight in _S_outh 
Vietnam. At the end of 1964, there were about 23,000 U.S. mihtary 
personnel in Vietnam, only about 3,000 more than a year before, 
and most of them were still serving in an advisory capacity. By the 
end of 1965, there were 183,000 U.S. troops in Vietnam, and the 
United States had assumed major responsibility for the war. 

Neither the President nor most Members of Congress wanted to 
become more involved militarily in South Vietnam. There was a 
general reluctance to commit U.S. forces to a land. war on· the 
mainland of Asia· memories of the Korean war were still fresh, and 
the "never again' club" still active. A major war could also serious­
ly interfere with Johnson's Great Society. Yet a year's experience 
with the situation since the death of Diem also had convinced 
many policymakers that the U.S. had no choice; either it had to 
withdraw from Vietnam, a position with little support, or it had to 
become more involved alongside the South Vietnamese. Seemingly, 
only American power could prevent a Communist victory. As the 
President had told Taylor and his other associates at the meeting 

, .. U.S. Congreas, Senate, Committee on Foreign Relations, unpublished executive lleiiSion 
transcript, Jan. I5, I965. . ri 48 bo 35 
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in December 1, 1964, the Vietnamese would be given one last 
chance to pull themselves together, but if that failed, he would 
have to send in the troops. 

APPENDIX 

Legal Commentary and Judicial Opinions on the Gulf of Tonkin 
Resolution 

In the legal and political controversy that developed subsequent 
to the passage of the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution, especially after op­
position to the war intensified, numerous questions were raised by 
legal scholars about the legality and constitutionality, as well as 
the appropriateness, of the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution. Among 
other things, it was argued that the resolution was an impermissi­
ble delegation of power, that it was not sufficiently specific, that it 
authorized military action but not a large-scale war, and that it 
was obtained from Congress by misinformation if not deception. 
Professor Richard Falk, a legal scholar and political activist who 
was a most vigorous critic of the U.S. role in the Vietnam war, de­
clared, "The Gulf of Tonkin Resolution was obtained from Congress 
in August 1964 by fraud, the Executive branch distorting the cir­
cumstances of alleged attack by North Vietnamese torpedo boats 
on U.S. warships and masking from Congress the Executive's plans 
to extend the war to North Vietnam in subsequent months." 1 

Alexander Bickel, a noted professor of constitutional law, con­
tended that the U.S. entered the Vietnam war in 1965 "unconstitu­
tionally" because of Congress' impermissible delegation of power to 
the Executive. ". . . the real answer to the Gulf of Tonkin resolu­
tion," he said, "is that if it authorized anything, beyond an immedi­
ate reaction, beyond its own factual context, it was an unconstitu­
tionally broad delegation." " ... standard delegation doctrine," he 
added, "requires that whenever Congress authorizes anybody to do 
something prospectively . . . that it be done under standards, and 
that the delegation be relatively narrow and specific . . . as op­
.posed to, as compared with, a broad prospective delegation of power 
to act in circumstances not now foreseeable." 2 

Lawrence R. Velvel, another professor of constitutional law, and 
a very active participant in efforts to challege the constitutionality 
of the war (he was founder of the Constitutional Lawyers Commit­
tee on Undeclared War which opposed the war, and he also initiat­
ed two court cases in his own name), contended that the war "rep­
resents a flagrant executive usurpation of Congress' power to de­
clare war." In explaining his position, Velvel said, among other 
things, that Congress may have been "deceived" by the Executive 
with respect to the Gulf of Tonkin incidents. " ... while it is un­
necessary to rely on the possibility of such deception, it must be ad-

•Richard Falk, Foreword to Lawrence R. Velvel, Und«lared War and Civil Diltobedience: The 
American System in Crisi8 (New York: ~nl!llen, 1970), p. b:. 

•Senate hearings on War Powers!Agi8latwn, cited abOve, pp. 568, 571»76. 
(408) 
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mitted," he added, "that the alleged deception does not aid the ex­
ecutive's case that the Tonkin Resolution authorizes it to conduct 
the current war. For it can be argued that, somewhat like the resti­
tution doctrine of mistake of fact, even if Congress had intended to 
authorize the current war, its authorization would be void if based 
on an improper understanding of the facts of the Tonkin Gulf 
attack, let alone a deliberate deception as to the facts of the 
attack." 3 

Velvel took the position that the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution did 
not and was not intended to authorize a "sustained and large-scale 
offensive and defensive war in Viet Nam": 4 

AB the text of the Resolution illustrates, any reasonable man 
must concede that, if one considers only the language of the 
Resolution and totally ignores the congressional intent ex­
pressed in its ample legislative history, its language is broad 
enough to authorize the President, in his sole discretion, to 
fight a large-scale land, sea, and air war on the continent of 
ABia. Indeed, if one considers only the language of the Resolu­
tion and ignores the intent expressed in its legislative history, 
its language is broad enough to authorize the President, in his 
sole discretion, to initiate the atomic holocaust of World War 
III should he alone believe that World War III must be com­
menced in order to stop Communist aggression in Southeast 
ABia. This fact graphically demonstrates that, as is true with 
any legislation, the language of the Resolution cannot be con­
sidered in isolation from the congressional intent displayed in 
the legislative history. That history shows that Congress did 
not intend to authorize the executive, in its sole discretion, to 
fight the present long-sustained and large-scale land, sea, and 
air war on the continent of ABia. 

In one of the most definitive statements on the subject, an un­
named student at the Harvard Law School prepared a paper, pub­
lished by the Harvard Law Review in 1968, examining the powers 
of the President and Congress to commit U.S. forces to combat. 
This paper concluded, ". . . instead of assuming that the President 
may deploy American forces as he sees fit and only in the excep­
tional case need he seek congressional approval, the presumption 
should be that congressional collaboration is the general rule 
whenever the use of the military is involved, with presidential ini­
tiative being reserved for the exceptional case." 5 

The Gulf of Tonkin Resolution, the paper said, was broad enough 
to enable the President to ". . . conduct the war as he sees fit. He 
has the power to bomb North Vietnam and presumably even China 
if that is deemed necessary to defend South Vietnam's freedom." 
The author concluded, however, that the resolution was imperfect, 

•Lawrence R. Velvel, "The War in VietNam: Unconstitutional, Justiciable, and Jurisdiction­
ally Attackable," KaMas Law RevU!w, 16 (1968), pp. 449-503, reprinted in Richard A. Falk, ed., 
The VU!tnam War and International Law, Volume II (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1969), pp. 650-710. (See also Velvel's book cited above.) The four-volume work edited by Falk for 
the American Society of International Law, and published by Princeton, 1967-76, is an excellent 
collection of readings on the legal aspects of the war. 

4 Falk, vol. II, p. 676. 
•"Congress, the President, and the Power to Commit Forces to Combat," Note from Harvard 

Law RevU!w, 81 (1968), pp. 1771-1806, reprinted in Falk, vol. II, pp. 616-650. 
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and that Congress should have been asked to approve the large 
commitments of forces made in 1965: 6 

Despite apparent statements to the contrary when the bill 
was being debated, Senator Fulbright claims, however, that 
there was no understanding that the resolution extended to 
the authorization of war. In his defense it must be admitted 
that the circumstances surrounding the passage of the resolu­
tion hardly lent themselves to minimizing misunderstandings. 
The resolution was presented in an atmosphere of great urgen­
cy immediately after the attack. This factor, coupled with the 
allusions to that attack and the request for approval of a re­
sponse to it, created a strong impression that the implications 
of the second section [of the resolution] were overlooked. Al­
though such a result is surely as much the fault of Congress as 
of the administration, under the circumstances, compliance 
with the principle that Congress should be given the closest 
possible participation in such decisions would have demanded 
at the least that prior to the decision the following year vastly 
to increase the commitment of troops to the area, congression­
al reassertion of its approval be sought. 

The Harvard Law Review paper reached this conclusion: 7 

At best, the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution, even coupled with 
subsequent appropriations, leaves unclear the extent to which 
congressional authorization of the war has been expressed. 

With respect to the future, the problem can be avoided by 
placing a strict time limit on the resolution, giving Congress 
adequate time to deliberate and review the resolution and en­
couraging the Executive to seek further specific support later. 
With respect to the present, although the fait accompli prob­
lem can no longer be avoided, the ambiguity is best resolved, 
not by relying on Congress' failure to repeal the resolution as 
provided for in the third clause, but by resubmitting for con­
gressional approval a resolution specifically phrased to give 
consent to the war. 

Louis Henkin, one of the foremost authorities on constitutional 
aspects of the U.S. Government's foreign affairs powers, has 
argued, however, that for "constitutional purposes" Congress ap­
proved the war by passing the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution and ap­
propriations for the war. Henkin also has dismissed suggestions 
that Congress did not know what it was doing, that the President 
exceeded or misused the resolution, or that Congress was barred 
from taking corrective action: 8 

That, as some later claimed, Congress did not appreciate 
what it was doing, or that its hand was forced to do it, is con­
stitutionally immaterial. . . . It would be constitutionally ma­
terial if, as some claimed, the resolutions [Gulf of Tonkin and a 
statement of purpose contained in a subsequent appropriations 
act in 1965] did not authorize full-scale war, that the President 
misinterpreted them and exceeded the authority they granted; 

•Ibid., pp. 649-650. (footnotee in oricinal have been omitted) 
T Ibid., p. 650. ffa. nd L- Co . . (Min I •Louis Henkin, Foreign A ,,.. a t,.. 1Ut1tutwn eo a, N.Y.: Foundation Pr.a, 1972), 
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there is not evidence, however, that Congress (as distinguished 
from some Congressmen) thought so, and Congress had the 
power and many opportunities to tell the President so, and did 
not seize them. (The Tonkin Resolution itself expressly re­
served the power to withdraw the authorization it granted by 
concurrent resolution.) Congress also had the power to with­
hold appropriations, at least to make them with disclaimer and 
protest, and to check the President in other ways; and surely it 
could have readily and justifiably done so if it believed he had 
exceeded the authority granted him. Similarly, that Congress 
could not muster a majority to terminate or redefine the Presi­
dent's authority; that it could not openly break with the Presi­
dent without jeopardizing major national interests; that it 
could not discontinue support for the war because it "could not 
let the troops down" -these do not indicate that Congress did 
not authorize or continue to support the war; rather, they 
show that, and why, Congress did. . . . 

For the constitutional lawyer, as well as for the citizen, then, 
it is important to distinguish in these controversies between 
appeals to the Constitution and complaints against it. The 
claim on Vietnam, properly, was less that the President 
usurped power than that the Constitution gave him "exces­
sive" power; or, since Congress has the authority to check the 
President, that the constitutional distribution does not work 
because, in the end, the restraints on the President are not ef­
fective. Many were really asking whether, in essential respects, 
we have a desirable system for conducting foreign relations. 

John Norton Moore, another noted authority, takes the position 
that the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution "completely-and in my opin­
ion unquestionably-satisfied the constitutional requirement of 
congressional authorization of hostilities in the Indo-China War," 
and that Congress was aware that the resolution "gave the Presi­
dent the authority, within his discretion, to take whatever action 
he deemed necessary with respect to the defense of South Viet­
nam." Moreover, he says, the language of the resolution was suffi­
ciently broad to embrace the large-scale war that followed. Nor has 
Moore found merit in the invalid delegation argument: " ... even 
if there is a constitutional requirement as to the breadth of con­
gressional delegation of the war power to the President, a proposi­
tion open to considerable doubt, the Congress which passed the 
Tonkin Gulf Resolution was, I believe, reasonably informed of the 
circumstances giving rise to the need for the use of U.S. forces." 9 

Moore has contended, however, that the Executive should have 
attempted to avoid the "authority deflation" that resulted from the 
controversy over the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution: 10 

• Letter to CRS from John Norton Moore, Nov. 20, 1968, and John Norton Moore, "The Na­
tional Executive and the Use of the Armed Forces Abroad," Naval War College Review (January 
1969), pp. 28-38, reprinted in Falk, vol. II, pp. 808-821. "If there is to be a d~l ation test," Moore 
said, "I would suggest that it be one asking whether there has been meanin ul participation by 
a congress reasonably informed of the circumstances giving rise to then for the use of U.S. 
forces." Falk, vol. II, p. 818. For a more extensive statement of Moore's views see his Law and 
the Indo-China War (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1972). 

1°CRS Interview with John Norton Moore, Dec. 7, 1978. 
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I think the emphasis, in all of this, on the question of pre­
cisely where is the constitutional line between congressional 
and executive branch power, which is the usual focus, is not as 
interesting in terms of future policy for the United States as 
an effort to try to develop some meaningful procedures, in 
which Congress and the President could attempt to work to­
gether in ways that would both insure meaningful congression­
al involvement and protect the President from the severe kind 
of authority deflation that occurs when there is a controversy 
as to whether he has the authority to do it. Because even if 
he's going constitutionally to the limit of his authority, and he 
has the authority to do it, it may be very poor policy to press 
that if, in fact, there is going to be such a substantial contro­
versy about the issue that we will suffer a severe authority de­
flation, with associated criticism and law suits and all of the 
rest, at a time when we need particularly to pull together. 

Moore would have preferred congressional action at a different 
time, even prior to August 1964, and under circumstances that 
would not have involved the factual and other ambiguities of the 
Gulf of Tonkin incidents. He has suggested that one test of the 
time for obtaining congressional authorization, would be when 
"regular combat units are committed to sustained hostilities." 
Based on this test, he has argued that congressional authorization 
for the Vietnam war should have been required in February 1965, 
when the U.S. began bombing the North on a continuing basis, and 
in the summer and fall of 1965 when U.S. ground forces began sus­
tained combat. 11 

Moore has made the additional point that if congressional au­
thorization needed to be requested at the time of the Gulf of 
Tonkin incidents, the executive branch should have been clearer in 
its reporting of the facts and in its request for authorization, in 
order to "make it clear to adversaries abroad and to those who 
have to participate domestically that, in fact, there is complete au­
thorization and national congruence between Congress and the Ex­
ecutive in that kind of serious undertaking." It was the failure to 
do so, he feels, that helped to precipitate the domestic political con­
troversy which followed, and which became the "cost" -the avoid­
able cost, in his opinion-of obtaining the Gulf of Tonkin Resolu­
tion in the manner in which it had been obtained. 12 " ••• if, in 
fact, the debate is filled with discrepancies and arguments back 
and forth, and it accompanies a Maddox type incident, and there is 
not very substantial clarity in the record at the time, then it seems 
to me that it leads to the kind of authority deflation that undercuts 
the effort abroad and hurts us at home." Moore added: 13 

Government really is, I'm convinced, and presidential power 
really is, the ability to build a consensus. And you're successful 
if you can do it. And if you can't, your policy won't work. You 
may push it through, but the chances are that you won't. 
They'll get you in the courts or they'll get you somewhere else, 
at some point. 

11 Falk, vol. II, pp. 814, 819. 
12CRS Interview with John Norton Moore, Dec. 7, 1978. 
13lbid. 
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Abram Chayes, who helped draft the resolution, said that Con­
gress was not fully informed about the incidents in the Gu~f of 
Tonkin "And in a legal-political sense that means that you didn't 
have them on' the hook the same way you would have had them if 
you had exposed the situation more fully. That is, the criticism by 
congressmen who had voted for the resolution-the subsequent 
criticism-you couldn't foreclose by simply saying, well you voted, 
you're in this with me." 14 

The Reactions of the Judiciary 
During the latter 1960s and early 1970s, numerous efforts were 

made to get the courts to rule on the legality of the war. 16 They 
refused to do so primarily because of the political question d?C­
trine, the traditional judicial position with respect to controversies 
between the political branches of the q.overnmen.t, 0>n~ess a_n~ 
the Executive, by which the courts refram from adjudicatmg pohti­
cal disputes between the two branches. 16 

In most of the court cases on the war the plaintiffs challenged 
the legality and constitutionality of the war based on the argument 
that the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution was not constitutional authori­
zation for the war, particularly for the large-scale war waged after 
1965. In 1967, the Supreme Court was asked to hear Mora v. McNa­
mara involving servicemen who were being sent to Vietnam, and 
who wanted the war declared illegal. 1 7 The Court declined to con­
sider the case, but Justices William Douglas and Potter Stewart 
dissented on the grounds that the questions being rai~d were s~ri­
ous and deserved a hearing. 18 Some of these questions Justice 
Stewart said, were: 

14CRS Interview with Abram Chayes, Oct. I3, 1978. . . . . . 
'"Unfortunately there is no single comprehensive analysiS of the role of the JUdiCiary m the 

war. In addition, much of the literature was produced by those opposed to the war, and tends to 
reflect that position. The only general, nontechnical study is of that genre: Anthony A. D' Amato 
and Robert M. O'Neil, The Judiciary and Vietnam (New York: St. Martin'~ Press, 1972). 

For a discussion of court cases resulting from efforts by activists who deliberately broke the 
law in order to challenge the legality and morali~Y. of the war, see John F. an.d Rosemary S. 
Bannan, Law, Morality and Vietnam: The Peace M1l1tants and the Courts (Bloomington: Un~ver­
sity of Indiana Press, 1974). The best analysis of the role of the U.S. Supreme C,ourt, also wntten 
by a lawyer opposed to the war, is Philippa Strum, "The Supreme Court and the Vietnamese 
War," in Falk, vol. IV, pp. 631).572. For the numerous additional sources see the footnotes con· 
tained in the selections reprinted in Falk. . 

'"Perhaps the best defmition of "political question" is contained in Justice Brennan's opmion 
in Baker v. Carr 369 U.S. 186 (1962): "Promment on the surface of any case hf'ld to involve a 
tJOlitical questio~ is found a textually demonstrable constitutional commitment of the issue to a 
coordinate political deJ(IBrtment.; or a lack of judicially discoverable and man~ea~le stand~ 
for resolving it; or the rmpossibility of deciding without an initial policy de!-e~mat&on of a kind 
clearly for nof\iudicial discretion; or the impossibility of. a court's undertaking mdependent reso­
lution without expressing lack of the respect due coordmate branches of government; or 11!1 ~n­
usual need for unquestioning adherence to a political decision already made; or the potent~htr, 
of embarrassment from multifarious pronouncements by various departments on one question. 

17389 u.s. 934 (1967). -
'"Justice Brennan joined Justice Douglas in voting to grant certiorari in the case of Orlando 

v. Laird, 404 U.S. 869 (1971). Justice Douglas dissented for similar reasons in several other cases 
on the war, one of the most prominent of which was Massachusetts v. Laird, 400 U.S. 886 (1970), 
in which Justices Stewart and Harlan Joined Douglas in voting to hear !l~ments on the case. 
For comments on dissents on the justic18bility of Vietnam war cases by Justices of the Supreme 
Court, see Strum in Falk, vol. IV, p. 542. For a brief discussion of the position taken by the 
justices on the Massachusetts case see Bob Woodward and Scott Armstrong, The Brethren (New 
York· Simon and Schuster I979), pp I2f>.I27. For a good discussion of the justiciability of Viet­
nam 'war cases see John Norton 'M~re, "The Justiciability of Challenges to the use of Military 
Forces Abroad," Vi~nia Journal of International Law, IO (~!Dber I96~l •. P~· .85-107. For the 
importance of adjud&cating such cases, see Warren F. Schwartz, The o!'ust&cl8blhty of Legal Ob­
jectives to the American Military Effort in Vietnam," Texas Law Rev&ew, 46 (1968), pp. !033 fT. 
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I. Is the present United States military activity in Vietnam a 
"war" within the meaning of Article I, Section 8, Clause 11, of 
the Constitution? 

II. If so, may the Executive constitutionally order the peti­
tioners to participate in that military activity, when no war 
has been declared by the Congress? 

III. Of what relevance to Question II are the present treaty 
obligations of the United States? 

IV. Of what relevance to Question II is the Joint Congres­
sional ("Tonkin Gulf') Resolution of August 10, 1964? 

Justice Douglas, who had first argued in Mitchell v. United 
States 19 the need for the Supreme Court to consider these kinds of 
questions, added these questions to those posed by Stewart: 

(a) Do present United States military operations fall within 
the terms of the Joint Resolution? 

(b) If the Joint Resolution purports to give the Chief Execu­
tive authority to commit United States forces to armed conflict 
limited in scope only by his own absolute discretion, is the Res­
olution an impermissible delegation of all or part of Congress' 
power to declare war? 

"We do not, of course, sit as a committee of oversight or supervi­
sion," Douglas said. "What resolutions the President asks, and 
what the Congress provides are not our concern. With respect to 
the Federal Government, we sit only to decide actual cases or con­
troversies within ~udicial cognizance .... " But Douglas said that 
the court should ' squarely face" these "large and deeply troubling 
questions." "We cannot make these problems go away simply by re­
fusing to hear the case of three obscure Army privates."20 

The U.S. Supreme Court refused, however, all appeals to hear 
Vietnam war cases, provoking this comment by a lawyer who op­
posed the war and thought that the Court should have been more 
active: 21 

United States involvement in Southeast Asia has been a 
key-if not the key-issue of American national politics in the 
1960's and 1970's. Nevertheless, superficial examination of the 
role played by the Court in cases involving the constitutional­
ity of American involvement would seem to indicate that the 
Court refused to play any role whatsoever. The Court denied 
certiorari not only to cases challenging the constitutionality of 
the war itself, but to related cases involving the issues of the 
right of the military to order servicemen to Vietnam and the 
right of the executive to draft civilians for service in Vietnam. 
Obviously, this raises the question of the Court's policy-making 
role in war-time. It is tempting but insufficient to postulate 
that the Court has no alternative other than to maintain a 
"hands-off' ap~roach during war. Closer examination reveals 
that the Court s refusal to grant certiorari can be interpreted 
as an attempt to preserve lower court decisions that held the 
alleged unconstitutionality of a President-initiated war to be 

••386 us 972 (I967). The ,_ ..... 1""6 ••See ai~ William 0. Dougl.u' commenta in hill autobiCJIP'Ilphy, ...aurl y..,.. J,...,.. ,,.,, 
(New York: Random House, 1980), pp. 56-56, I51-152. 

ustrum in Falk, vol. IV, pp. 631).636. 
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justiciable. A total of four justices voted to grant certiorari in 
the war cases, although at no time did all four vote to do so in 
the same case. The Court also played an extremely active role 
in considering the collateral questions of conscientious objector 
exemptions, the permissible limits of anti-war speech, and the 
right of the press to print information which the government 
deemed inimical to national security. Even in the latter areas, 
however, the Court's record is erratic. While it perverted the 
language of a statute in order to extend draft exemptions as 
far as possible, the Court stopped short of adopting the selec­
tive conscientious objector standard. It upheld the right of 
school children to protest the war symbolically but declined to 
recognize draft card burning as symbolic speech. While reject­
ing one instance of prior restraint, it accepted the theory of re­
straint before publication. 

Despite the Supreme Court's refusal to hear Vietnam war cases, 
the decisions of district and appeals courts produced some interest­
ing case law, which, while it had little if any practical effect during 
the Vietnam war, may suggest the direction of judicial action 
should similar questions be posed in the future. (The existence of 
the War Powers Resolution, of course, created a new legal frame­
work within which such disputes could be adjudicated in the 
future.) In 1970, in Berk v. Laird, 22 a lower court found that be­
cause Congress and the Executive must both authorize, under cer­
tain circumstances, the use of the armed forces, the question of 
whether the Vietnam war involved "mutual legislative-executive 
action" was justiciable in view of the existence of a "discoverable 
and manageable standard," namely, whether the executive branch 
had complied with the duty of acting with congressional authority. 
Berk left open, however, the question of what action by Congress 
would be sufficient to constitute authorization by the legislature. 
This was taken up in Orlando v. Laird23 in 1971, in which the 
court found that judicial review of the adequacy of congressional 
authorization of a war was not barred by the political question doc­
trine, and, further, that several actions by Congress satisfied the 
standard for "mutual participation in the'prosecution of war." Not 
only had Congress passed the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution; it had 
passed appropriations bills to fund the war, and an extension of the 
draft in order to provide the necessary manpower. Thus, the court 
concluded: 

. . . the constitutional propriety of the means by which Con­
gress has chosen to ratify and approve the protracted military 
operations in Southeast Asia is a political question. The form 
which Congressional authorization should take is one of policy, 
committed to the discretion of the Congress and outside the 
power and competency of the judiciary because there are no in­
telligible and objectively manageable standards by which to 
judge such actions. 

Berk and Orlando were also significant because of the courts' 
firm rejection of the government's claim that the President's power 

aa429 F. 2d 302 (2d Cir. 1970). 
23404 u.s. 869 (1971). 
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to commit U.S. forces to combat is as broad as his foreign affairs 
power. 24 

The Berk and Orlando cases were carried one step further in 
1973, by one of the last of the Vietnam court cases, Mitchell v. 
Laird, 211 in which a number of liberal Democrats in the House of 
Representatives26 sought an injunction to prohibit further prosecu­
tion of the war "unless, within 60 days from the date of the order, 
the Congress of the United States shall have explicitly, intentional­
ly and discretely authorized a continuation of the war, with what­
ever limitations Congress may place upon such continuation." 27 

The Mitchell case went to the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Dis­
trict of Columbia, which made a significant determination with re­
spect to the form of congressional authorization of the Vietnam 
War. Reversing earlier decisions, it found that congressional ap­
proval of appropriations acts and of the draft was not a "constitu­
tionally permissible form of assent." 28 

24For a full-length record of the Orlando case, see the book edited by two of the counsels for 
the plaintiffs: Leon Friedman and Burt Neuborne (eds.), Unquestioning ObedU!nce to the Presi­
dent: The ACLU Case Against the Legality of the War in VU!tnam (New York: W. W. Norton, 
1972). 

20476 F. 2d 533 (2d Cir. 1973). There were several other important cases, as described succinct­
ly in the "Plaintiffs Memorandum of Law" in the case of Holtzman v. Richardson, B:C.E.D., 
N.Y., 73 C 537, mimeo, pp. 11-13 (footnotes in the original have been omitted): ·• 

"In DaCosta v. Laird, 448 F. 2d 1368 (2nd Cir. 1971) cert den 31 L. Ed. 2d 255 (1972), this Cir­
cuit reaffirmed its decision in Orlando and ruled that military appropriations, standing alone, 
(in the absence of the Tonkin Gulf resolution) constituted sufficient authorization of the Viet­
nam war. 

"However, the DaCosta court, as did each court accepting the analysis of the Orlando court, 
explicitly noted that should the Executive attempt to escalate the war or to continue the war 
without Congressional authorization, its actions would violate Article I, Section 8 of the Consti­
tution. 

"The passage of the Mansfield Amendme'nt (PL 92-156, 85 Stat. 430) and its immediate public 
repudiation by the President on Nov. 17, 1971, ushered in the fourth phase of this Circuit's con­
sideration of the legality of military operations in Vietnam. 

"In DaCosta v. Laird, 72 Civ. 207 (Feb. 16, 1971) this Court ruled that the national policy of 
military withdrawal from Indochina enunciated in the Mansfield Amendment was binding upon 
the President, but that the Executive's actions through February 16, 1972 had not been incon­
sistent with such a binding national policy. This Court's opinion was summarily affirmed with­
out opinion, on February 25, 1972. 

"The Executive's unilateral decision to mine North Vietnam's coastal waterways led to the 
fifth phase of judicial inquiry into the legality of Executive warmaking in Indochina .... Judge 
Kaufman, writing for the Circuit, ruled that once initial Congressional authorization for the 
commitment of American forces to combat in Vietnam was found in the passage of military ap­
propriations bills, the question of whether subsequent military tactics designed to protect the 
lives of American troop~~ in the field fell within the original Congressional grant of authority 
constituted a non-justiciable political question. He noted, however, that the judiciary continued 
to recognize a threshold obligation to determine whether, within the meaning of Berk and Or­
lando, sufficient Congressional authorization existed for the commitment of American forces to 
combat." 

20These included Representatives Parren J. Mitchell (D/Md.), Michael J. Harrington (D/ 
Mass.), Benjamin S. Rosenthal (D/N.Y.), Bella S. Abzug (D/N.Y.), Phillip Burton (D/Calif.), 
Herman Badillo (D/N.Y.), William Clay (D/Mo.), Shirley Chisholm (D/N.Y.), John Conyers, Jr. 
(D/Mich.) Charles C. Diggs, Jr. (D/Mich.), Charles B. Rangel (D/N.Y.), Thomas M. Rees (D/ 
Calif.) Lduis Stokes (D/Ohio), Robert L. Leggett (D/Calif.), Donald M. Fraser (D/Minn.), Edward 
R. Roybal (D/Calif.), Don Edwards (D/Calif.), and William R. Anderson (D/Tenn.). For a copy of 
their brief see CR, Vol. 119, pp. 16846-16880. 

2TJn their brief the plaintiffs explained these criteria, all three of which they said must be 
met in order for 'a war-authorizing reeolution "to be sufficient under the declaration of war 
clause without being a formal declaration." 

••"This court cannot be unmindful of what every achoolboy knowa: that in votina ~­
ate money or to draft men a Congreaeman is not ~ aPPI'OVinlr of tba -~~! 
war no matter how specifically the appropriation or draft act rilan to that wu. A ........,_ 
wholly opposed to the war's commencement and contln~-~~rw w::..u:m..=..-: 
priations and for the draft meaeuree because he WM un .. ..._ ·.· , '·' ,., :.:.c 1• 
already ftghting." · 
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The court also found in the Mitchell case that the Gulf of Tonkin 
Resolution,. which had been repealed by Congress in 1970, could not 
be used as JUstification for the "indefinite continuation of the war." 
(emphasis in original). Th~ court held, however, that despite the ap­
pare!lt lack ?f authonzat~on from Congress for continuing the war, 
Prestdent Ntxon was trymg to bring the war to an end, and be­
cause the court c?ul~ not presume ~o)udge whether he was doing 
so, the case was dtsmtssed on the pohbcal question doctrine. 

Following the Mitchell case, another member of Congress Repre­
sentative Elizabeth Holtzman (D/N.Y.), and four member~ of the u:.s. Air Force, filed sui~ in 1973 to enjoin U.S. bombing of Cambo­
dta on the grounds that 1t had not been authorized by Congress and 
was unconstitutional. The district court held for the plaintiffs 20 
but. ~he appeal~ court ev~ntually found for the government on the 
pohbcal questwn doctrme, and the Supreme Court rejected 
review. 30 One leading antiwar legal analyst charged:3I 

Thus the [Supreme] Court, having steered its way dextrously 
through the dangerous waters churned up by most of the war 
cases, foundered on Holtzman. Its previous non-decisions had 
had the happy effect of leaving full responsibility for American 
actions in Southeast Asia with what the Court delights in call­
ing the "political" branches of the federal government and 
with the American people. When the Congress and the people 
had finally spoken, however, the Court paid no heed. Thus 
there is still no definitive ruling that a Presidential war is un­
constitutional or that as Judge Judd32 indicated it "cannot be 
the rule .that the Pre~ident needs a vote of only' one-third plus 
one· of either House m order to conduct a war." As the law 
now stands, it is possible to argue that, in clear contradiction 
of Ar_ticle I, Section 8, "Congress must override a Presidential 
yeto .~n order to terminate hostilities which it has not author­
Ized, ~nd that the Court has tacitly concurred in Congress' 
loss of Its monopoly over the power to declare war. 

29 Holtzman v. Schlesinger, 361 F. Supp. 553 (1973). 
00See Strum's excellent account in Falk, vol. IV, pp. 664-569. 
"'Ibid., pp. 570-571 (footnotes in original are omitted). 
""This refers to ':'cti?n by Co~gress banning l!·f?· military action in Cambodia. Judge Orin 

Judd of the U.S. D1str1ct Court m New York e11Jomed the government in the Holtzman case. 

NOTES ON SOURCES AND STYLE 

Sources 

This study is based largely on primary unpublished and. pub­
lished materials and oral histories conducted by CRS. All pertment 
memoirs and relevant secondary sources were also consulted, and 
are cited in the footnotes where appropriate. 

Congressional materials which were used include the Congres­
sional Record and all published committee hearings and reports 
during 1961-64 which relate in any significant way to the Vietnam 
war. 

Open and unpublished papers of the Senate Foreign Relations 
Committee were reviewed at the National Archives, and are cited 
where appropriate. Some pertinent files containing classified mate­
rials or internal committee staff memoranda remain restricted. 

Unpublished executive session transcripts of t.he Fo!eign Rela­
tions Committee for 1962-64 (1961 has been pubhshed m the com­
mittee's Historical Series) were also consulted, and material from 
those is used herein by permission of the committee. 

Unpublished materials from the Executive which were consulted 
for this part of the study consisted of the archives at the John F. 
Kennedy Library in Boston, Massachusetts, and the Lyndon B. 
Johnson Library in Austin, Texas. 

All relevant published studies by the historical offices of the 
Military Services were utilized, and the three editions of the Penta­
gon Papers were used extensively. 

Style 

Full name identification of persons referred to in this study, as 
well as their role or political party, is given at the place where the 
person is first mentioned, which can be found in the index. 

For Vietnamese names, in which the last name is first, the use of 
first names (Ngo Dinh Diem becomes Diem rather than Ngo) f<?l­
lows the general practice in u .. s. Government documents and m 
published materials, based on V1etnamese custom. 
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