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

Background:
Under Diem's successors, political stability became manifestly a

transitory state of affairs as ensuing goveruments stumbled from omne
crisias to another; it was equally clear that the regime was making no
lasting progress against the Communists even though US support
increagsed and the fighting grew more intemnse a#d widespread. What was
not so clear was the extent to which the situation T&S deteriorating,
or ﬁﬁe reasons for this trend. Nor was the US able to fina effective
formulas to strengthen the government, or to wake its own military
action againgt the VC more effective without diminishing South Vietna-
mege Initiative.

During this period, US government opinion shifted drastically from
optimism over progress to pessimism over progpects under the existing
ground rules of the war. Anx{eties were compounded for the US at the
outset when it becare evident that, as INR had consistently warned, the
informaticn furnished by the Dlem government and on :bich the US had
based its policy, had been inaccurate and misleading. Between December
1963 and May 1964, Secretary HcNamara made three fact-finding trips to
asgess the gituwation. 1In the chaotic political situation, US support
became more than ever clearly indispensable to the survival of the GVN;
for some time 1t even became more particularly identified in the public

view with the political survival of Khanh.

1. See, for example, Section II above, note 6, and especially note 1l1.




As joint US/GVR military efforts within South Vietnsm produced no
signs of sustained progress, attention turned imcressingly toward
Rorthern leadership and support for the Communist insurgency and con-
sideration of means to curtail it. In March 1964, Secretary McKamara
recommended against bombing the North for the time being, but ordered
that stepa be taken to make possible the launching of a program of air
strikes on 30 days notice. Subsequently, studies were made of the
probable results of air sction and reactions to it. As we later
learned, Hanoi probably had decided in the spring of 1964 to send its
own forces into the South, The first units af?ive& in the late fall of
1964; 4t §:8 March 1965 before this move became evident to us.

Meanwhile, an expansion of the theater of overt operations was
occurring in response to events outside of South Vietnam., In late Hay
1964, Pathet L2o advances in Laos produced a r;queat from Souvanna Phouma
for US reconnaissance flights over the Plaine des Jarres; after two air-
craft had been downed by ground fire, the US flev a retaliatory strike
against enexy batteries and authorized subsequent flights to retmrn fire.

In addition, intelligence collection against North Vietnsam was intensi-
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These

actions, in parallel with calculated warnings reported in the press,
were designed to be “gignals" foreshadowing to Hanol more dire actions

ghould North Vietnam refuse to dexpen the Lao and South Vietnamese coa-
flicts. In early August, after two engagements between North Vietnamese
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torpedo boats and US naval vessels in the Gulf of Tonkin, the US made
a retaliatory airstrike against naval facilities in North Vietna=x.
Following the reprisal, the US Congress approved a resolution empower-
ing the President '"to take all necessary measures...to prevent further
aggregsion."

During this period, the US did not seek a negotiated settlement;
indeed, it made efforts to avoid any negotiatioms which might involve
South Vietnam even indirectly. Thus, the US rejected Polish and French
propesals during Hay 1964 for negotiations over the Laotian situation.

In February 1965, a series of spectacular Communist attacke against’
US installations im South Vietnam coincided with a period of political
chaos in Saigon. The US responded with two joint US/RVHAF retali;£ory
strikes against the North on February 7 and 8; and on March 2, the US
lamched a program of limited—but continuous and graduated—airstrikes

on the DRV which, according to a NHew York Times backgrownder of ¥arch 1,

vas intended to bring about a negotiated settlement,.

"Whether 'tis better...."

The rationale for US airstrikes against the North evolved steadily
during this phase. At first, concerned becauge it was impossible to geal
the border of South Vietnam by ground action, the US considered strikes
along transportation and communications links in southern Rorth Vietnam
and the major passes from Laos as a possible, partial alternative method
of stemming Communist infiltration. The Intelligence Community quickly

agreed, however, that the political disadvantages of this course would
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far outweigh aﬁj military gain as long as the Viet Cong continued to
be so largely self-sufficient and the fighting remained at the prevail-
ing level.

The question was then raised whether US strikes againat targets
in the DRV, which would not only cause damage but also demonstrate US
determination to prevent a Communist victory in South Vietnam, would
persuade Hanoi to call off the insurgents or at least to reduce its
support for the war and so bring 1t to a level ‘manageable for the
South Vietnamege.  There was general agreement in the Intelligence Com~ -
munity that this program would not persuade Hanol to stop the war, but
most members other than E§§_529¥%3E3E§3°i might reduce ité support to
gain a regpite. There v;shélao, however, a general buot ugually unétated
skepticism about South Vietnam's ability to manage the insurgency at
whatever level it might remain. Agreement over likely Communist responses
to any ;ombinatioa of US actions was rare; nor was there any counsensus
over the results of merely ralsing the threat of possible airstrikes.
It is ironic that, while the issue over bombing was argued in terms of
North Vietnam's role in thg South, no one though; of it as a reaction
to escalation by Hanoil itself, because no ome yet knew that the N;rth
Vietnamese had already decided to introduce their own combat units into
the South.

The political turmoil after Diem was overthrown suggested the argu-

ments that US strikes against the North might for ome thing provide

evidence enough of US éupport to bolster a wobbly govermment, and might




even galvanize the South Vietnamese into the unified military effort

the US had been wanting from the outset. But the Intelligence Coununity
estimated that an initial elation in the South would turn to disillusion-—
went should airstrikes not quickly bring the war to an end. In March
1964, Secretary McNamara rejected a justification of US bombing of the
North in terms of its favorable political effects in Saigon. A year
later, however, in view of the umcertain situatiom in SYN, a White House
memorandum of February 7, 1965, again raised the proposal as a measure

of last resort. The paper estimated that the chances wight be anywhere
between 25-75I that the proposed strikes would produce satisfactory
results either in the South or the Rorth.

Moving on from these marginal prospects, the White House uemoéandux
elaborated a fourth rationale, arguing that, if the Communists should
succeed Iin the face of US airstrikesz, the general results to the US of
failure in Vietnam would altogether overshadow the particular loss of
prestige from failure of the bombing. MHore positively the memo suggested
that direct US action againat the North would regolve the fears of other
Asian allies-—mnotably thé Thaig-—that the US'wns unwilling to underwrite
an ultimate guarantee against new Cosmmumist advances in Asia. This fourth
rationale, whick was in direct conflict with the conclusion of a May 1964
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SNIE, appears to have trumped the argumentation against a decision to

bomb the North.

2. See below, note 43.




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

attentlion during thig period, though by no means to the neglect of the
discouraging course of the war—-and the extent and nature of Hamoi's
allitary ¢ffor§, These problems in turn inteusified debate over a
policy of bombing the North and thus stimulated a flow of intelligence
appraisals as to the likely effects agd congequences of such a policy.

The fall of Diem raised new issues for political intelligence
within the perennial framework of stability and war effort. INR judged
that the VC had made considereble gaing during the last six months of
1963, but held that the trend was in no sense irreversible, It felt
that the new Minh-Tho government was making an adequate response and that
the keys to progress vere unity at the top, a Trestructuring of adminisg-
trative machinery, and a full war effort. In this, it was more
optimistic than other elements in the Intelligence Community and, con-—
versely, was less impressed by the Khanh regime that soon overthrew Minh.
INR judged Xhanh to be self-serving and not very competent, lacking
political support and even much following within the military; INR con; '
sidered Minh preferable in all respects a8 a leader.

The politiés of the turbulent Khanh periocd, as INR viewed them,
hinged upon a tension between two key factors—-Khanh's desire to perpetuate
his power and his need (dua to US pressure and his own weak base in the
government) to include new political elements in the system. The conse-

quence was a growth of factionalism in military as well as religious and
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political circles, vhich increased the original points of tension. His

own moves against political leaders, INR moted, both hurt the US position

in Vietnam and further weakemned hi; hoigwéﬁ power., The ead of the Khanh
era, in INR's judgment, revealed the advantages that might result frow

a -ili:;;;:;;;;;;;;?vorking relationship, although the elements within
each component placed their own goals above the need for political
stability. In fact, INR viewed South Vietnam as being in the widat of a
genuine nou-Communist socio—pqlitical revolution, after a long period of
repression, with the contest for power broadening out beyond the official
coamunity.

In judging the var effort, INR, having already discounted Diem's
statistics, was not shocked as much 28 others by discovering their falsity,
and hence did not adopt as pessimistic an outlook. Statistics on the
war were, in fact, improving, but those related to external suppoTt were
in dire need of standardization, as shown by conflicting reports from a
variety of military agencies.

At the beginning of the period, INR held that an upserge in VC activity
reflected accumulated strength and not a sudden rise in infiltration.

Toward the end of the year, it agreed with other agencies that infiltration-
for 1964 vas above that of the previous year, though still below the 1962
level. When the South Vietnamese raised the claim in the early summer of
¥964 that native NKorth Vietnamese units were infiltrating, IHR judged the

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

opportunity to widen the war. It also felt that Khanh was stregsing
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this igsue to-strengthcn his domestic positienm. Towafd the end of the
year and in January 1965, as evidence of a North Vietnamese build-up in
gsouth—-central Laos mounted, INR and the Intelligence Commumity continued
to thipnk it unlikely that Hanoi would choose to alter drastically the
character of the war by sending regular NVA units to fight inm the South.
INR, however, estimated that Hanol would probably do so if the United
States began a bombing program against the North. In mid-February, as
the decision to bomb was being made, there still was no sqfficient
evidence to show that regular North Vietnamese combat units vere hiready
in.South Vietnam.

Noting that the Comaunists had stopped calling for ncﬁtrllizing
South Vietnam, INR suggested that they would return to the proposal only
when they were Yéry weak or so strong that 1t could ease the waxy to their
taking over. Low-level hints of North Vietnsmesze flexibility and interest
in contacts were reported by INR, but it found the evidence ingufficient
to indicate whether this activity reflected a willingness to comsider
talks serioualy or was simply a desire to ward off escalation without
giving much in return.

The issue of bombing the North occupied attention more snd more as
the period wore on. From the outset,_IﬁR estimated that North Vietnam
had control enough of the situation to call off the war but was most
unwilling to do so, and that it would not do 8o under pressure of bombing

attacks. Reasoning frow evidence of North Vietnamese preparations both

for resisting direct US attack and for increasing support of the war in




the South, INR felt that Hanoi was determined to persevere in the face
of threatemed or actual US a;tion. Together, however, with its appreci- .
ation of Hanoi's hardline position on this score, INR shared the belief
of the Intelligence Community that Hanoi would avoid actions which might
give Washington the excuse to strike the Worth. Thus, INR was surprised
by Hanoi's provocative behavior dufing the Tonkin Gulf crisis; the most
plausible explanation seemed to be that Hanoi was determined not to be
faced down by what in its eyes were American threats. INR judged that
any counteraction by North Vietnam would be to intensifyighe war in the
South; this view accorded v;th earlier judgments that Hanoi would respond
to bombing not with a qualitatively different policy but rather by

heightening support for VC opérations.

Throughout this period, INR differed from the majority of the Intelli-
gence Community om fwo important ideas. First, it consistently held that
Hanol was more likely to react aggressively, intensify the war in the
South, and even send 1ts own forces South, than to make concessions sc as
to gain a respite from the bombings., Although few estimators elsewhere in
the Cowmunity thought that Hanoi would make very significant or lasting
concessions, most felt that Hanoi was more likcly to moderate the tempo
of the war and direct effort inte diplematic channels than to escalate
the conflict. Secondly, INR disagreed over the strength and nature of
Chinese ré;ctiouz to US air attacks on North Vietnam; generally, in con-
sidering possible US courses of action, and particularly moderate to

intense attacks against the North, INR argued that the Chinese were wmore
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likely to enter the war #nd in greater numbers than other sgencies
estimated. Most estimates agreed that significant attacks would bring
in some Chinese ground forces and that heavy air assaults "might" bring
in Chinese air power, but INR argued that heavy attacks "would" evoke
Chinese air participation and that even moderately intense air attacks
might do so.

In its own analyses, INR followed closely the verbal escalation in
Chinesa threats which it felt were geared to wmatch those of the BS;
it judged that their threats reflected a general commitment by the Chinesge
to assist North Vietnam. It estimated that Cizina would supply aircraft
and antiaircraft weapons in the wake of the Tonkin GCulf crisis and, wheg
it did, noted other evidence of Sino-North Vietnamese military cooperation.
For the remainder of thia period, INR interpreted Peking's warnings and
covert acts of military-political preparation to indicate that China was
ready to parﬁicipate in the war in the contingency that the US escalated

rapidly and broadly.

The Hinthho Government: Kovember 1963-January 1964

The M{nh-Tho government enjoyéd a period of initial popularity and
geeaing pélitical stability as it set about dismantling the Diem regime
and consolidating its own position. Cowmunist attacks during the firat
month after the November coup rose substantially, imparting to the indicea

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

last months of the Diem regime. By the beginning of December, bowever, T

Communist activities subsided and the GVN .had increased operations




