B. AT THE TURNING POINT

Chapter 17: The October Prelude

a. When I started to write this book, Xy first outline was to the

é}&}x-mnth ef=tofat—quiet in Administration thinking
ard planning. This impression was wromng, ra:htgh-—a«agnag, perhaps bec:ause

effect that October was

of the other absorbing events of the election climax, Khrushchev, Wilson,

etc., perhaps because November was very much more intense in terms of plan—
W Facr, Tice was o Ocrsgir m/ veny Quier Excnanic 02

‘ning activity. ¥ed meersﬁmmy&v‘- srepertod—ofsimrerine=1 ;’pc«l:.c'y
TR oL #7535,
G‘:}iﬁ{:i;*u,:?-a;h-ieh—so-f-&r—a-s—I-kwnowev /e% Ted—the~President; but which

served in important ways to winnow out ideas that entered into the major
policy review of November.

| Within South Vietnam, the m'onth was mixed -- slightly encouraging
on the pAolitical front, but with little comfort in the countryside trerds.
In the course of the mom:hb Taylor became comvinced that the North Viet~
namese were greatly increasing their rate of :Lnf'iltration, and this factor
henceforth assumed even greater importance.l Then, just as November began. --
and within three days of the American election -- came a devastating Com-
munist attack on the American ai;rbase at Bien Hoa, ten miles from Saigon,
where the jet light bombers sent in August had been stationed. It was a
test pf the September policy of readiness to retaliate for just such inci-
dez;ts, but the timing made it out of the question for the President to

take any such action. He declined to acﬁ, but the event- crystallized
feelings that were waiting only until the election was at least decided

and out of the ivay. It was time for the United States to fish or cut bait.
At the unanimous urging of his advisors, the President directed a full-scale

review of policy, to amalyze every aspect of the situation from scratch

axd to come up with possible optioms for action.
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Mixed News from Saizon

b. In Saigon, the utter mess of August and mid-September must have
,/(,{:,,_._v:,f lnaid 7 ;i"'?--.,/' . 7,,:’((‘;"((‘/‘” '»'/".f.'e-lx’)
contributed to a general fe?h:xgx"tha:_it was a last chamce to work seriously

on a political structure. At-auy-rata, ’gle schedule for developing a new
Constitution and installing a govermment urder itAwas kept almost to the day.
Exercising talents that may have been more political than admin-~

istrative or military all a.long,, Big Minh played the leading role in sel-
ecting a l7-man High National C‘;umil announced on September 26th. This
Council was headed by a respected Southern political figure, Phan Khac Suu
(promounced '"shoe'), 'who had spent yearé in Diem's prisons) clas to the

. great detriiment of his health) —?/until his triumphal release in the Noven-
ber 1963 coup. He was to be a prominent and right-minded, but somewhat
erfétic f:}gure in the next six months. In this first stage, he guided
-the Council effectﬁ'.vely,, so that it completed the new Charter by October 20,

and on October 24 voted to install Suu himself as.the first Chief of State

under it.
In this month of deliberation, Taylor amnd the Embassy worked to

improve communication between the civilian Council and the top military

men, anc stressed that a soiid new govermment must rest on close civil-

military cooperation. Defining the role of the military, in fact, proved
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too hard for the Council, and the/{prov:.s:.ons in this area were vague, lehﬁ{';”
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H-ax.:.av.e/z:g the intent to make the goverment/(cﬁ’l ian was clear. Major
power was given to a Prime Minister, and Suu as Chief of State chose for
. this postthe respectad and senior former Mayor of Saigon, Tran Van Huong

' Hj ] .
(promounced Hoong), who in turm picked a civilian cabinet. Unfortumately,
- tne sese b . . . o
many of the hest ﬁm could not be persuaded to enter the Cabinet,

apparently because they did mot wish to go down with the first boat launched.

Obviously, the umresolved question of military power amd the brooding riddle




Tri Quang both hovered over the process of attempting to goverm, like

n

Q

two swords of Damocles. . _

Still, there was briefly ground for hope. Once again the resil-

ience of the South Vietmamese in political matters had been shown. TFor

the first time since the overthrow of Diem, South Vietnam had a govermment

with a claim to legitimacy. In the new structure, the legislative function

‘was to.be exercised by a National Assembly elected by the people on a
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broad basis; however, it wascimar that security conditions for the time
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being made an election impossible, and the High Natiomal Counr.llﬁ smoiy

comverted itself into an interim Assembly, no doubt following precedent

. from the French Revolution, which almost all educated South Vienamese, for

L
better or for worse, had studied in detail.

v

If this change and its manner were at least more hopeful tha

-

the preceding two months, :the same was not true of the militarv and securit:
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,:g, A situation. Taylor's cables in October reported a steady stream of i
dents, Iinciuding a growing mmber of large—unit sttacks. At the same time,
as he re*gorte& to Wasiiington on October 16th, the North was apparently
greatly stepping up the flow of.mern to the Souch. Simce early in 1964, a
steady increase had beeﬁ noted, but this time the pace sesmed to nave
quickened very markedly. The mnew arrivals seemed to be almost all natiye*
North Vietnamese, a sign t;‘:.at the original supply of native Southerners
had been exhaustad, bﬁt equally a sign that Hanoi was ready to go all out
from the much larger, in guerrilla terms almost inexhaustible, pool of
trained .Xertherners.

The mention of infiltration is a good point at which to examine
how the American govérment, in Saigon and Washington, had come by the

latter part of 1964 to view thé nature of the conflict and the role of the

G
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North. Why had the conflict gone so badly for a year and more? How

important was Hanoi's leadership and support? How could the war be ended
and peace along the limes of the 1954 settlement restored?
In looking at the reasons for the miserable ymar since the fall

1

of Diem, none had difficulty in concluding that the major reason was the
weakness of the South rather tha; the military or ideological stremgth of
the Viet Cong and its Northern su?porters. *After the fall of Diem, dis-
location and confusion had pauhaés_insué&zb&y given the VC a golden chance.

Then, instead of rallying or being able to mobiiize the initial popular

enthusiasm, succassive governments in Saigon nad frittered away every chance.

B

Weakness in the South was the biggest cause of the trend to disaster.

But at the same time, two things were clear about the Viat Cong
. ) . . .
effort. Tirst, despits all the advantages in their favor, the VC still

in the South;
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could not attract significant political figures oxr element
there was no bandwagon effect, but rather a consistent rejection of th VC

in all major politica Perha
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s this was not wholly‘tr e of the
groups thac seemed to have "ﬁeutralist” ideas, tending in the direction

of accepting a coalition withk the Communists; yet over and Over am apparent
"meutralist”" like Tri Quang himself would argue with invincible assurance
that the Communists would never come toApower through a coalition. In
short, mnaivete seemed far more prevalant than any sympathy for the Com-
munist cause, or for the methods of rule that the VC might bring. Insofar
as ome could judge the politically comscicus groups in South Vietnam, there
remained a ﬁnanommunist nationalist cause worth deferding and giving a
chance to. Divided and incompetent as military and political leaders

might be, many among the Americans sympathized with the acute difficulty

of learning to run a new nation under the conditions South Vietnam had
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known for twenty years, and thought that in the circumstances the difficul-

kas«and failure were understandable. In this view, some among us ~— myself

most certainly included —-— could'nop keep out of our minds how desperate
and @ivided the Philippines had seemed before Magsaysay, and how low the
Korzans had fallen before Park. ‘
Second, the Viet Cong more than ever seemed controlled from Hanoi.

They were without visible leaders, and a mass of evidence showed that
orders flowed from Hamoi, through known communication links and long-estab-
lisned party ties heading up to the Lao Donmg party in Hanoi. In 1964

this loﬁg—s;anding picture had been confirmed beyond all doubt simply by
American diplomatic experience. When the Canadian, Seaborn, had talked
twic'e‘ to top men in Hamoi, there had not been a moment's doubt that Hanoi
<had full responsibility. On the contrary, there had been hardly a mention

of the Natiomal Liberation Front or the VC. In the entire diplomatic web

of the coming years, not until sometime in 1967 did any Hanoil representative

disclaim Haooi's being in charge or seek to shift the discourse to the
L’? ('f" L »'.4./?’21;“ ”‘J

NLT. In 1964, when he wished ta help/{ U Thant too knew where to go -— to

Ho Chi Mirnh.

Thus, on the question of Hanoi's degree of responsibility for the
war in the South, the spectrum of views in the American goverrmment was
narrow. In terms of intermational law or moral justification, American
aid and force in support of South Vietnam seemed fully justified. Moreover,,

14 /. oo
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Hanoi was sufficiently at the center of the war to warr’antf>\a military effort
I

of some scale against the related targets in the North. This latter issue,
whether bombing was legally justified, had Deen raised in some of the early

' e . , . . . .
papers of March, butdisappeared from view ia all later discussion. This

wlo

was not from mental inertia but simply because the events of the year seemed
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to make the answer clear, at least in ?rinciple. For the scales of attack
considered throughout 1964, at least, no one questioned that they fell
within permissible limits, as Hanoi's role had revealed itself then and
before.

Thé questions of wisdom, measure, and tactics were, of course,
quite different. Whether South Vietnamese naiionalism was a valid cause
to defend was,,e;—amugftsa diffé;ent question from whether, in practice,
Sa;gon leaders would be effective gnough to play their crucial role in their

own defense. Similarly, whether it was legally and morally sustainable to

carry the war to the North was a different question from whnether it was

wise or useful to do so. But in both cases, as the time of decision

approached, the former set of questions had been resolved throughout the

’

Amefican dgcisionﬁnaking-structure, and so far as‘one could tell in .th
great bodﬁ of American opiniqn. (Citations.)

The point of this excursion is to describe a key part of the
American state of mind in the period of decision, ard to explain why that
state of mind w*é rarely re-argued in the iihtense policy debate that came
after the election. There was a nagging question at the border line
between principle and practicality. In every mind that dwelt at all on’
the problem, it must have expressed itself in the lament: could people
so feckless and umable to run their own affairs really be worth an Amer-

ican effort? I wonder if there was any thoughtful American who did not

‘ask himself that question, usually silently, in this period and again many

‘times in the years to come. JIalalil—3oaltoy—aaswels~ware—co—appear—in
the~thought—aweiding—rargor—oL —tag s0Cc il sctences that—Ho-and—Hanol

had—sgowennted the aationalist feslino.of Vietnam And’that-j-_t—wa-s—hop‘ei‘ess

=4
"/' »

é(n?u:f’ ?M."’l‘:!‘_.’.‘ Lot [ /.'.,.;\\J

ad3d—alerg—T0 —OOK LOL capacicy sod~—will—og~cire=Souzin» Garried to its logical

conclusion, this line of thought would have given up without a fight in
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France in 1940, in Chima's fight against Japan, ard in a host of other

causes where the outcome had seemed a loss for humanity. Perhaps it was

Y

important to the decision-making process that so many such cases had been
part of the living experience of the Prasident.and his senior advisors.
Wﬁile despairing of Saigon's ineptitude, they were at the same time dig-
inclined to think that weakness and incompetence invalidated the right

to independence of mam or matiamn. Over the years, many liberal Americans,

"who would have been horrified to be called believers that "might makes

right," seemed to me to fall into the parallel and converse view that

"weakness makes wrong." *XEXIISXFELFRAEEY

Simmering in Washington.

c. Early in October, on Satﬁrday the 3d, the President returned
from hié biggest campaign trip to meet with a disturbed group of senior
advisors. All had receive& during the week a thoughtful and thoroughly
pessimistic appraisal of ths Vietnamese situation, largely written within
éIA but endorsead By all intelligence chiefs. The estimate saw the VC and

Hanoi as aiming at a '"meutralist' coalition govermment they could domimnate,

lying low for the time being, but believing that victory was near. .

# Such a lime of thought is congenial to Chinese culture in particular,
John X. Fairbank writes of the Maoist Revolution that one of its striking
features "has been the continued fusion of morality anmd politics, such

that a policy mistake is a moral crime, on the ancient Confucian assumption
that conduct is character made manifest, that theory and practice should be
one, and whoever acted with good intent but bad results was in the wrong."
The United States and China, (Third Ed., Cambridge, Harvard University
Press, 1971,)pp. 356-7. One can reflect on the validity of this view, and
also on whether Americans, more than other Western societies, have not
ended over history to apply the same sort of equation of policy mistake to
moral crime. Certainly there are many who have done so not only concerning
Vietnam but in a host of other judgments of the way responsibility has

been carried out in our society. The avowed concepts of moral responsibility
and particularly of Amglo-Saxon law, of course, place much greater stress
on intent. [J;““ e TR Hoa ds A ewenca T Fenilones 7
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Pacification in the countryside was completely at a halt, and the cities

T

were beset Dy marauding private groups. In this bleak picture, the very
slim hope that trends could be arrested came from the long resilience

of the South Vietnamese pecple. Life did go on, énd few if any seéned‘to
want ac;omgodationior Communist control. OF particular note was the
detectad growth of anti-American feelings, of a general sort among tﬁe
miiitant Buddhists, specifically related among leaders to the belief that
America had let South Vietnam down by failing to carry through with the
fiﬁm stand on the Tonkin Gulf incidents. (SNIE 53-2-64, 10/1/64).

At this meeting, Secretafy McNamara spoke of the general line of
policy considered in early September,’%hich would have led toward a
systamatic‘bombing campaign around the first of the year. He was not advo-

'éating this program but raising it as the only course now being seriously
worked on by contingency planners. This led Geofgé Ball to express, in

the privacy of the small gathering, his growing private conviction that

the United States must find a way to disengage from Vietnam, that the

stakes did not warrant the xind of strong military action that might alraady
be the only way the situation could be brought even to a negotiating
equilibrium.

It was the first such expression in council from Ball, or from any
of the inmer policy circle -- Rusk, McNamara, McGeorge Buﬁdy, McCone, and
General Wheeler.*® Doubtless the thought had occurréd to almost all at
one time or amother, and more frequently since the political debacle of
August. 3But this was Ball's initf.ative, and the homest statement of his

views; his later christening, om occasion, as an appointed 'devil's

* Refer to RFK-Kattenburg comversation at the end of August, 1963.



-A-l‘-y.

advocate' was, I think, designed to ease life for all concerned. None of
thosa close to Ball doubted that he meant avery word he wrote and said.
At the close of the meeting, Ball agreed, in the President's

prasence, to set down his thoughts in a full memorandum to be circulated

solely to those present and to the most limited circle of trusted meém ia

the State Department, meaning in the event Michael Forrestal, Thomas Hughes,

the intelligence chief, Benjamin Rejd, the indispensable and wise coordin-

‘ator for the Secretary, and myself. (B. Papers.) Thus, the President

returned to the campaign trail knowing, on the one hand, that contingency

"plans continued to exist for stronger action, but on the other that at

least omne of his major advisors had developed the most basic doubts as to

the wisdom of trying even to hold on‘::=a§f:fiff:fhe—whu1:f;“nez ciTeTle

N

beliewad this—dvastic view warranted s naxd ’ﬁnk.’)Tha early September set

1

toward stronger action -— mnever, to repeat, a ''comsensus' —— had by now

vanished entirely. As the President now well'RAew, his advisors were
as troubled’ and perplexed as he himself was.*
The Ball memorandum of October 5 was the fullest and most searching
of the whole series he was to write in the next f£ifteen months. In
pages, it covered just about every possible aspect of the issue. The

President and others read it with care, and Ball recalls that many montis

later the President could still recall specific passages. (Check).

* Refer to Charles Roberts quote of LBJ that he made up his mind in
October. Later denied by LBJ himself, the dating just does not fit.
The hypothesis of a private LBJ decision could be plausibly made for
many other months of 1964. October, however, was a low poimt both in
evaluation and worry around him.)
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Ball's first. point was in line with his oral arguments of
November 1961 — to which the then Vice President had probably not been
exposed, although they remaineé vivid.to a few of the policy circle like
myself. It wés, simply, that once the United States became inveolved on
any major scale it was bound to find itself, Wiily-nilly, in the shoes of
the French. Baséd on his close’experience as é lawyer for the French
govermment itself in the period of the First Indochina War, 1950-54 (check),
Ball W&s comvinced to the depthsfof his being that white men and Wéstern
military techniques simply could not win a guerrilla wér against the kind
of political/military force Ho had developed in North Vietnam and in the

Viet Cong movement to the South. Ever since 1961, Ball had been profoumily

urmoved by all the promotars of guerrilla war, at least as their views

‘and theories realated to Indochina. He had seen the problem, and in that

"-setting at least, the most sophisticated techniques just did not work. Eﬁié'ég

2
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was.acr to sygune that the French ha’ﬁ’een brilliangg well-organized, or well-
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eqﬁipped, but—that American superiority lay in the very types of equimment'
and organization least relevant to the real nature of this particular war
and area. (Privately, neither Ball nor anyone else supposed that Americans
understood South Vietnamese politics even as well as the French had done.)

The conclusion was that in all probability American massive intervention --—

P e M
foan, et
by air at first, but as he saw it inevitably in significant degree on the
ie g

ground as well (check) — simply could not bring about the kind of result

"that American policy sought, an independent South Vietnam (check). Even

if the result could be achieved, the very best outcome would see the US
tied down for years in a fragtrating and constly struggle.
With this f£irst point as his base, Ball went on to point out the

damaging, potentially devastating, effect such a bogging down -or defeat
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would have for American capacity and standing in the truly crucial areas
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gi"&*’.{w:‘.c'#; the Soviet Union and Europe. Already it was clear that

>

I
o ooty e+ wmrnd . . -
the Furopean nations had littl'é/-isympathy for what the US was doing in VN,

and would mnot help in any military way. With de Gaulle doing his utmost
to undermine American prestige in Europe, the situation would pe
made to order for the argument‘that America had ceased to care about NATO,

could not be relied on in a pinch, etc., etc. The result would be a

.disastrous slowing down, and possibly a lasting defeat, for the concept
of a strengthened Eurcpe in partnership with the US, v?hich Ball regarded
as the essential aim of American foreign policy. We would be sharply
reducing our chances of maintaining what we had in Europe, already under
attack, and perhaps removing all chance of achieving something better.

And for what? Ball's third point was that SVN just did not matter

»

critically to SEA as a whole, nor was SEA a top priority area for US

poli;y. (Spell ocut.)

Finally, there was the risk of war with China. Although intel-
1 igence estimates judged that China would be unlikely to intervene in any
large or overt way in response to a limited bombing program by American
and South Vietnamese aircraft, mo one could really be sure what the 'flash
point" was. Ball took it that all were agreed that war with Chima wouldl
be a disas;ar,_ and that mo effort to hold South Vietnam was worth serious
risk of such an outcome. Yéﬁ the risk was there, however carefully the
campaign was conducted‘. Whatever our iIntent, there were bound to be errors,
and there was no sure predicting how the Chinese would react.

These were Ball's four main theses leading to the conclusion

that a stronger military role by the US would be a grave mistake. Whatever

- ‘ the rights and wrongs, or even the formal US commitment (did B. deprecate

A
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this in his memo?) =-- on which Ball accepted the prevailing views as to

Hanoi;'s role, its essential aggressiom, etc. —— the practical consequences

)

in the worid argued overwhelmingly against the venture.
Recognizing his obligation to suggest an alternative course, Ball =<
J y T £ 11 Aom 1 - — -3 A
axdmiiicwespeciallyadnircbiy=iromvisvtien~and~noit made no e:....:zt&aw
fo—ouprend that there was any easy way out. The French recipe of "meutral-
ization" offered no hope, and would be seen all over Asia as a sellout,
and not even from naivete as to its consequences, since American leaders
had so.often spelled them out in public.¥ Nor did any other avenue
of negotiation offer hope even of a useful compromise, in effect stopping
the war and delaying the Communist takaover af the South, in the face of
present trends and with the Communist side confident of early v1ctory
: xtonelososhen )

Rather, Ball offered a day~-to-day, p;scr*“*nanecg? recipe for
- -
FAl)

f

American disengagement. It would proceed, not by negotiationm, but by

.

declining to raise the American contribution and letting events take theix
course in Saigon. This would be accompanied by actions and quiet inform-

ation to make clear uwhat-we—in—fact—believelwtic=be«thaevtruth,~as—ie-saw.

“iy—nozzty that the South Vietnamese were no longer able to hold the fort
g

at reasonable levels of American help, and that any increase in those levels

would neither help nor be warrantad in US worldwide priorities. Iam shorg,

it was an honest solution, consistent with Ball's unﬂeﬁlYng arguments,

,/‘" LS A A, ;

at the same time -- as he readily concedea —:Anarsn and unpalatable at

first to many in America. But this was the price that had to be paid to
extricate the country from an untenable position created in the first

instance by the policies of the Fifties .

# Quote from my Tokyo speech as most recent utterance.)-
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No summary quite does any memorandum justice, and least of all
one by Ball, who wrote superbly. Some excerpts will give the flavor:
(quotes if possible).

Apart from its impact on particular readers —— which doubtless
varied from man to man -- the Ball memorandum was of great signficance tn
the policy process. With a frankness possible only in this small circle
of roughly 6-8 readers, Ball had injected the alternative of letting Vietnam
go, of gradual withdrawal. Thereafter, policy and option papers of wider
circulation would refer more broadly to courses that seemed likely to
. o) ' ) ) - _
fail, w%qyout advocating them; the inner circle kmew that at least one of
its members thought that the least badrcourseﬁwas just this, to acknowledge

. (] st
» i : T Al
and accept,K failure in South Vietnam. dibimemorannum was an unseen factor

7

'

in all the November policy review, for this reason as well as for the force
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of its arguments. Its existancegexplains,_xi;h—eeheﬁ—éae{Gfs—fe—be—&is—

Sussed—iater; the absence from the November review of any palicy option
,’Q i
expressly labeled "withdrawal."

Returning to the thread of discussion in October, the Ball memor-
andum was circulated about October , roughly coinciding with the
SIS

distribution of an intelligence estimate that addressed tnéENorth Vietnamese
response to the full range of actions that had been considered in early
September. I do mot recall how this estimate came to be done at just this

time, since the ideas it discussed were many of them either diluted or in

"aheyance for the time being. Presumably, the estimate had been requested

in September, put over in the face of the trobules in Saigom, and remained
unfinished business whose outright cmacellation might have caused some
sort of leak —— whereas its completion was simply a rounding out of

contingency planning.
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At any rate, the estimate -- undaer terms of reference received

from policy makers, as in all such cases -— took up the possibility of a

b
4

.
i

systematic bombing program alo;xg,the lines the JCS had proposed in early
September. The judgment was a most gingerly and tentative one: after
argi;ing back and.forth for several paragraphs, I:he estimate concluded
that it was moré likely than mot that such a ;;rogram would cause Hanoi to

-2 s, <
&'/:f: 21T '.“:2(?::-"'4@ / _ R
AOLEsp-Iuits effort in the South, play for time and political breaks, and

T
'puli out all the propaganda stops thatr the US was the aggressor. In the
process, they would seek negotiations, but their position would be very
"tough and unyielding. While this course seemed a little more than a
50% chance, the estimate also conceded that a harsher response, by mili-
tary step-up, was a substantial possibility. The State Deparn-;ent intel-
- * _ ligence chief, Hughes, di.ssentec}, arguing that the vigorous respbnse was
the more likely. All agreéd that if Hanoi took the vigorous response,
- Peking would be in full support amd might mobilize forces amd take other
measures that increased the chances of conflict with the US —- even though
Peking was judged not to want any major cl;.sh. (SNIE 10-3-64, check PP
if released.)

Thus, the overall judgment was most ume;tain. In my long service
from 1951 through 1959 in CIA's Office of. Natiomal Estimates, which wrote
and coordinated the NIE's, I had been a strong advocate of such judgments
af tﬁég/onsequences of a proposed line of policy or actiomn. I must say
that, in the spring and £all of 1964, and f=Z=c=l repeatedly through the
critical months of 1965, the best that the intelligence community could
produce seemed mot to be of’ enofmous help to myself and other policy makers.

I suspect others in the policy circle were like myself: we read the

estimates to get a feel for what reasomable men might conclude, confrontad
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with a necessarily general statement of proposed action. At no time MC/C ‘
/

did the NIE's have the weight oé gospel, mor, it must be said, did the
sophisticated Directc;r of Central Intelligence, John McCone, make any
such claim for them. He himself consistently took the line that Hanoi .
would mot pull back in the face of anmything but a truly systematic ard
determined bombing campaign, and perhaps not then if the South remained
almost within their grasp. On the other hand, he and his staff Weré less
fearful than many in State Department intelligence that China might inter-
véne o.n a massive basis. All of us knew what the problems were, ard each
policy maker carried with him his own variable feel for Hamoi's toughness
amd China's intentioms in a crunch. When policy‘ makers ard intelligence
offices are both focusséd with equalV intensity on an issue over a long
,.'period of time, the advant‘ag‘e of .intalligem:e offices is the detackment
=7 rather than any special expertise. It is a considerable potential advan;
tage: I doubt, however, that it made much difference in thgjudgments of
he two groups in the 1964-65 period, at least with respect to North Viet-
namese and Chinese reactions to a series of ﬁases ard situations that,
indeed, never fitted the kind of abstrar.:t summaries with which NIZ's hr;d
to deal. |
The SNIE aofufcecber 1964 was thus a second input into the quiet
policy process of October. The third was a personal memorandum of my own,

C[Zu_,(' pal -xaqtz./ ’.r':';\ ‘lf_.fcila&[;‘:- w147
‘. addressed to Messrs. Rusk, McNamara, Ball, and McGeorge Bundy)/(McNaughton

" in Defense and Forrestal in Stata_Whe—nma—rﬁ

=t
- Conteare=si—the-mremorandun, axd-also-zacolized—eopies, Howéven, %he menor-

andum differed from Ball's mot only in the rank of its author but im the
crucial respect that it was not distributed to the President or, sc far

as I know, ever known to him. Thus, it stards on a very different ard
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lower footing from Ball's effort, in relation to the policy process.

Nor, in its tentative and exploraho?y nature, do I suppose it affected many
mizds in any special direction. What it does for history and the telling
of thé'story is simply to give a fairly detailed ﬁép of one man's mind, -

and perhaps secondiy to throw, in a lesser way, the kind of light the Ball
memo“does on the gaps and real meaning in the coming November policy review.

Entitled, "The Choices We-Face in Southeast Asia," the 42-page

e

typed paper was labeled in the cover note a "think-piece." The note went
on:

"I have not tried to meet all the points made in
Mr. Ball's memorandum, tho I think you will find that
virtually all come in one way or another. The choices
we face are clearly in the Hobson class,*and I have not
tried to arrive at any recommendation as to which is the
least bad. L :

In keeping with the spirit of the exercise, I have
trotted out all the apparent heresies I can think of, that
would appear even faintly hopeful in one way or another.
The only factor I have not tried to cranmk in i1s that of US
pudblic opinion, since I believe only the President can in
the end judge this, and that I at least should not bring it
in at this point in our thinkimg."

Then a brief introduction, reviewing elements in the overall -
situation since March, and concluding as follows:

"In sum, our position has on the whole worsened considerably
both with respect to the situation on the ground and with respect
to the factors that would affect our being able to bring about
a favorable outcome by any route. Thus, we must now take a really
hard look at our stakes amd at the courses oﬁ action open to us,

*

The reference is to the phrase "a Hobsan's choice" or a choice between
evils, damned iIf you do and dammed if you don't. Ger dictiomary or other
definition, and historical story behind the phrase.

e e e e e e e e e e e e e e et = e ot = e e et 4 e e 1 e 8 e e B e = i e 2 = =
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inciuding the frank consideration of negotiating avenues that
we have hitherto excluded, or considered only at the end of a
program of pressures such that we could hope to have our way."

- .

After this, there followed the part of the memorandum that most

clearly went beyond any paper, save Ball's, prepared up to that time.
Although long, I think it is worth quoting in full:

"I. A Hard Look at our Stakes in South Vietnam and Laos

In South Vietnam we are helping a govermment deferd its
independence. In Laos, we are working to preserve, in its
essence, an intermationmal neutralized settlement wilfully
flouted by the Communist side. Paradoxically, while American
opinion weights the former well ahead of the latter, there are
some quarters —-— such as Britzin and India -- where the.latter
is a more appealing cause both legally and practically. But
cour basic rationale is defensible in both cases.

Behind our policy have heen three factors:

a. The general principle of helping countries that
try to defend their own freedom against Communist sub-
version and "attack.

b. The specific consequences of Communist control of
South Vietnam and Laos for the security of, successively,
Cambodia, Thailand (most seriously), Malaysia, and the

‘Philippines =-- and resulting increases in the threat to
India and -— more in the realm of morale efiects in the
short term —--— the threat to South Korea and perhaps the

GRC, and the effect on Japanese attitudes through any
development that appears to make Communist China and its
allies a domimant force in Asia that must be lived with.

¢. South Vietnam, and to a lesser extent, Laocs, &s
test cases of Communist "wars of natiomal liberation®

worldwide.

The first and third of these are closely related. But
the honest fact is that South Vietnam and Laos have not really
been typical cases from the beginning, which accounts in part
for our inability to enlist the kind of intermatiomal support
we had in Korea and for our having to carry the load so largely
alone. Most of the world had written off both countries in 1954,
and our ability to keep them going --— while an’ extraordinary
and praiseworthy effort -— has never given them quite the
standing of such long-established natiomal entities as Greece,
Turkey, and Iran, or the special ward-of-the-UN status that
South Kerea had in 195Q. o

i
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Moreover, the racent course of events has already highlighted—-
ard could be brought even more to highlight -- the atypical
features that in sum have made South Vietnam and Laos so difficult.
A bad colonial heritage of long standing, totally inadequate
preparation for self-gavermment by the colonial power, a colomn—
ialist war gought in half-baked fashion and lost, a nationalist
movenent takmea over by Communism ruling in the other half of an
ethnically and historically united country, the Communist side
inheriting much the better military force and far more than its
share of the talent —— these are the facts that dog us to this
day. Other potentially beleaguered countries may not think we
played our cards tco well in South Vietnam, but in a general
sense none are likely to feel that our failure to find the handle,
even a loss of South Vietnam without our taking stromger actionm,
really proves that we cannot be counted on in their individually
different situations, or that they themselves cannot handle these
situations with our help as needed. Their faith might be scme~
what shaken -- and we must look separately at the local cases

. of Thailand and South Korea in particular -- but a strong case
can be made that even the loss of South Vietnam and Laos to
Communist control would not shake significant non-Communist
nations in other areas, or encourage the Communist side to think
it had really found the answer to continuing the cold war by neat
little subversive operations to which we would have no counter.

The basic'poin:,‘of course, is that we have never thought
we could defend a govermment or a people that had ceased to
care strongly about defending themselves, or that were unable
to maintain the fundamentals of govermment. And the overwhelming
world impression is that these are the lacking elements in South
Vietnam, and that its loss will be due, if it comes, to their

R
idCK.

Thus, the general world consequences of the loss of South
Vietnam and Laos probably could be made bearable. We should have
to make clear what areas we do contimue to value -— such as Iran,

for example, and, in another sense, Latin America -- and perhaps
be doubly sure not to appear to be letting such countries down.
But we could probably ride it out.

However, the effects in Asia itself could be far more serious.
Both in weighing the consequences of South Vietnam, and in
weighing what actions we take and risks we run whether or not
they save it, we must be especially concerned, in different
senses, for the effects in (a) the rest of mainland Southeast 4sia,
and (b) Korea. The Philippines, the GRC, and Japan would be
other areas of worry, but less acute at least initially.

Let us accept that the domino theory is much too pat. Con-

trol of South Vietnam and Laos by Hanoi would not mean that Com-
munist China would automatically or soon have Thailand and Malaysia,
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possibly Burma, as vassal states or worse. (If that control came
about after a conflict in which Communist China had intervened in
a major sense, the effects could he far worse, it should be noted.)

Nonetheless, Communist control of South Vietnam would
almost imediately make Laos ex tramely hard to hold, amd would
surely have Sihanouk berding sharply to the Communist side,
accepting Chicom military aid, etc.. These developments in turn
would, as to mainland Southeast Asia: -

a. Place great pressure on Thailand, a country which
has dome a great deal to strengthen its security measures
and to conxlolidate its govermment and extend its national
presence throughout its territory (as was not the case 10
or even 5 years ago) —— but which also has a long-starding
historical tendency to seek out the side that looks like
winning and make its 'peace" with it. Even though the
Thai leaders might urnderstard the loss being due to failure
to find a govermment, they would still have expected us
to act strongly and would wonder just how high we would set
the hurdles in Thailand before acting.

b. Hmbolden Sukarno to increase his pressure on Malaysia,
which -- with the already serious Malay-Chinese-problem --
. : could mean great difficulty forthe Tunku.
There is much we could do in Thailand, and the British in Malaysia,
to reinformce the defense of these countries. Bat the initial
shock wave would be great and even if this was supgmounted the
struggle would be uphill for a long time to come.

The second crucial comsequence of the loss of South Vietnam
amd Laos could well be in South Xorea. This may seem a strong
judgment, for it is not likely that Communist China would launch
an overt attack there. The point is that South Korea perhaps
more than any single councry depends overwhelmingly on the sure
belief that the US will act against whatever difficulties to
hold a mon-Communist country. This faith would be shaken, and the
underlying difficulties of political and economic progress, in
the only situation in the world where the Communist side -- in
North Korea —— has been making a better economic showing, amd
where US interest has appeared to be waning, would then come
to the fore. The situation in South Korea just is not strong,
and it could Be compounded to a dangerous point by the kind of
neutralist, unify-at-any-price sentiment that is now merely
latent Iani’could be easily aroused. Whatever we decide to do
in Souty Vietnam, we must look to our Korazan situation, including
the level of our assistance programs and our force plams. South
Vietnam ,has been our child by adoption; South Korea is integrally
depende:f: on us and integrally symbolic of our resolve world-wide.

These are the key pressure points that would immediiitely
hecome crucial. If either Thailand or South Korea were lost,
or went badly sour im any way, then the rot would be in real

danger of spreading all over Mainland Southeast Asia. Japan would

e o e o — e e et o e
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not only open diplematic relations with Communist China (a
tireat in any case) but would start having real ties azd
thinking in terms of accommodation. The Philippines would

start reinsuring with Sukarmo, or just behaving stupidly in some
way. The GRC would feel desertad and alone, with unpredictable
Consequences. In short, our whole Pacific security structure
could progressively umnravel in the space of a very few years.

To repeat, none of this -— beyond Laos and Cambodia -- is
beyond the reach of rescuing action (which would cost us money
and probably force deployments such as one or more ground divi-
sions to Thailand), but the seriousnmess-times-likelihocod sum
total is formidably high. South Vietnam and Laos may not be
"vital" as Beriin is, but out stakes there are great in terms
of our Asian posture.

So much for the direct stakes. But we have other types of
stakes in any situation in which we are thrust into the position
of major Free World defending force. The most important of
these is that our leadership should satisfy our allies in other
areas that we are strong ard at the same time wise. The lesser
of these is our ;mage in countries not directly associated with

us.
s . . .
Taking the lasser omne first, we have seen over ard over
again -- in the Cuban missile crisis, in the Lebanon ard Qff-
siiore Islands cases — that even though the non-aligned and Afro -

Asian nations may not like our basic position, they will accept

and even admire and be grateful for actions that achieve the

result we want in a stromg and wise way. They will not support

us in a UN clinch, if that ever becomes a facror, but they will
take wnat we do and even privately like it. However, a US

action that produces an inconclusive result, or that is long drawn-
out, or both, could seriously weaken our influence in these

areas —-- mot meraly in an ''image" sense but in senses that would
drasticaily affect our ability cto keep the peace and to keep the
waverers from veering clear over to Communist answers.

Far more basic is the question'of our major allies, espec-
ially in Europe. Whether or not de Gaulle is trying to involve
us more deeply in Asia, the fact is that Franch policy and its
sympathizers, most important in Germany, would raise every pos-
sible doubt about our committing major forces to an Asiarn con-
flict, amd would contend that we were no longer interested in,
or at least capable of, playing our key role in European
security. Our major allies in Europe accept the importance of
Asia and our basic strategy of containing Communist China and
its allies in principle, but in their present indrawn state,
believing the Soviet threat reduced and preoccupied with pros-—
perity, it all seems very far away and not worth all that much
trouble. At the time of Korea, strong action in Asia fortifi
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our position in Europe, indead neiped to make it believable
today the picture may he the reverse! To most of Eu rope,

Tig kts in Asia have come to seex costly and in the end fruitless
(from the Dutch and Frexmch experiences, and aven some underlying
£ Britsin that ydlgys will not be worth it in the

eeling in Bri
long rumn); not 01ly would they not rally to our support, but
their confidence in us for Eurcpe would be adversely aILECtEQ-

* % % *
%

The above analysis of our stakes is not a cheerful one.
Clearly it will take great care arnd resourcefulness to find a
policy that can preserve our key stakes in Asia without a scale
of conflict that would both be terribly serious in itself and tend
to hurt us as leaders of "“the Alliance in other areas.”

To repeat, the judgments in this section were my own, and some

ey

el %

venl changed in my own mind. For example, I became convinced in November

5

a4

that the worry about Korea was scmewhat overstated, but that the comcera
about Thailand and Southeast Asia might, if anything, be too mild. On the

whnole, however, the secti on, suates wnat might be called the predominantly

Asian set of reasoms for taking the defense of South Vietnam's independence

seriously. j
seriously 7LJ

The next section, defined "The Options Open to Us," beyeund/''present’

-
—

olicy frameworkabmt included  ™34-4 operationms, limited air and grou
© b =

)
4N

el
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operations in Laos, amd periodic destroyer patrols in the Guld of Tonkin,
(1520 |
Peyerd—thresd=and of cour seX aximum assistance . . . within present guide-
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lines,;< the possible policy vari&gtcns weresdartwned as follows:

"A. Carry on indefinitely with our present policy as
defined above, rejecting both negotiation and any extensive
or real risk-taking wider actiom.

B. If, but only if, a decent govermment comes intc being
in South Vietnam, increase our present very limited wider
actions and make them inro a systematic series of military pres-
sures on North Vietnam, using air attack principally, but--as
now envisaged-— deploying at least limited ground forces to both
Thailand ard South Vietnam for security ard to be prepared to
_handle any Communist reaction. In the form in which we have
envisaged it, this course of action would suppose that even if
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some form of negotiation got umder way we would continue our
military action until Hanoi and Peiping came to our terms.

C. Carry on with our present assistance programs in South
Vietnam, but softening our position in subtle ways so that we
do not stand in the way of any negotiations that may develop
between Saigon and the Liberatiom Front of Hanoi. Continue to
oppose any wider forum, ard refrain from any negotiating initi-
ative ourselves (apart.from making our position clear to Hanoi
.as best we can).

D. Carry on with our assistance programs in South Vietnanm,
but also take more affirmative action to get a negotiating track
started-—e.g., by letting a Laos conference convene, by encouraging
some nation to raise the matter in the UN, by third-country con-
tacts in Hanoi or Peiping.

E. Make a continued military threat as believable as pos-
sible, but initiating some significant degree of military pres-
sure on North Vietnam, but then switch to a serious negotiating
track in some forum. _ .

‘ The above options have been stated in terms of South Viet-
nam alone. In practice, each has implications for the accom-
panying course in Lzos, -ard each has implications as to immediate
reassuring ard defending actions we might wish to take for Thai-
land. As a general rule, however, we would be operating under
each option on the premise that Lazos was the tail to the kite--
unless the Communists will it otherwise -- in other words, that
we would be trying to maintain and strengthen the status quo
essentially -- but that Thailand's defense, present and future,
remains a major objective to which we would devote every reason-
able resource and degree of diplomatic and other support.

Note here the emphasis on Thailand as the most immediate nation
affected by how the US handled itself in Vietnam.l Implicit, of course,
was the thought that SVN might be taken over no matter what was done, ard
that we should be looking to the next line of defanse. This idea had
startad in my own thinking in early September; by th.ii.s time it had.become
stronger, aEg—wes—to—be—a—erucial—ei-erent—imny—owa-views-Ltoward-the~stazs
f hembing—in—tire Javilaty—February=gerded .
| Analyzing these opticns, I qui‘ckly concluded that the first one

could hold for only two months probably, six months at the outside.
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Retaliation for amother incident like the Gulf of Tonkin might have a

helpful &ffect one more time, but beyond that the concept of specific

retaliation would only stiffen Hanoi without lifting the South. Ia sum,

car*'y:z.Lc on unchanged would mean a likely "neutralist" outcome in Saigon.

What this would mean was more fully developed under the third‘option (for

all practical purposes the same as the first) as follows:

"If we do mot change course, the odds are heavy that

‘influential elements in Saigon will im fact make contact with

the Liberation Front -— directly or through avenues provided

by the French (who have certainly been preéparing them ass*auously)
We never have found out whether Minh ahd/or the Dalat generals
were starting to play this game last Jamary (as Xhanh has
asserted and has seemed gemuinely to believe), but, whether it
took place then or not, the channels could readily be opened.

.The objective would be to ‘get a cease-fire by admitting ele-

ments of the Liberatiom “ron;‘—— doubtless starting with 'non-
Communist" front men -- to a coalition arrangement.

Tﬁis is "the Polish route,' and we can see nothing to alter
our continuing belief that it would lead in a period of mouths,
just poss+bly extendable toc a year or two, to a Saigon govern—
ment deminated by Communists and then to a unified Communist
Vietnam. Once the first big concession had been made, morale

and anti-Communist feeling in Saigzon would be eroded progress-
ively. The Liberation Front would use the tactics classically
anployed by Communists in such situationms -— starting from
small portfolios to bid in time for key police and fimancial
posts, and thus moving inexorably to total comntrol. The Amy
would wilt on the vine, some units would probably go over, and’
SO omn.

At the outset of such a process, the US might well not be
asked to withdraw. Paradoxically, evem the Communists might
want the continued flow of ecomomic aid to prevent ou tright
chaos. But we would have a terrible dilemma whether to main-
tain our presence and assistarce, and would be placed in a
degrading position whether we stayed or gradually pulled out.

These enormous disadvantages would appear to negate the
course of action at the cutset. But before we wash it out
entirely, we should at least consider one compensating advan-
tage. A "solution" reached in this way would be a Vietnamese
solution without Chinese participation, and azlmost certainiy
Hanoi-would bend every effort to have it this way amd to keep
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it this way. Communist China would not have re—entered South-
east Asia in any concrete semse, and there is at leas:t soma hope
that a Commurnist Vietnam, while retaining ambitions in Cam-
bodia and Laos and perhaps achieving these, weouLd be to some
&xtent a buffer against further spread of Chinese influence.

The extent of any such hope, at any rate, needs careful
weighing. At the very least, might we not have more time to
organize strong defenses in Thailand -- or would this be out-
.weighed by Bangkok believing we had already sold the pass and
would not act strongly for them any more than we had for Saigon?

A second, the less.important, "advantage" of such a course
of action would be that we ourselves would mot be directly
associated with the negotiations. But this is pretty thin
comfort, with all the world believing we had assumed almost full
responsibility arnd could have acted had we chosen.” *#

Having thus given a gloomy prognosis for amy variant of going on
as we were, the paper came to an almost equally gloomy conclusion concerning

the chances of success for the second option, the systematic air campaign

r
’

against the north. As had already been noted, all the factors affecting
its chances had moved adversely in the seven months since March of 1964.
Hanoi was more dug in, the odds of Chinese intervention in some form were

at least "in the range of high significance,” the pressures for an early

conference, before any balance for bargaining had been achieved, would

.

probably be greater with the changes in the British and Soviet govertments,

arnd the ultimate need for US forces might become considerably greater than
we had thought earlier. *% Lastly and most important of all, the Saigon

* I include this passage partly to show that the idea of Vietnam as a
buffer to China, later to be so much emphasized by Professor Hans Morgenthau
and for a time by Sentor Fulbright, had occurred to some in the policy cir-
cle. 1In short order my own answers to the questions I had put were megative:
bg, early 1965, as we shall see, the eivdence was plcm that Peking and Hanoi
were collaboratin happlly 1n the attempt to win Thailand by pressure

acd subversiom. (v&dn A ol ca/:.am,,..)

%% This last was more with an eye to Chinese action than in the expecta-
tion of large force needs for South Vietnam itself, which at this stage were
not foreseen beyond a division or two! We shall come back to this major error

in foresight.
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political structure was much weaker than it had appeared to be earlier.
All in all, the prognosis "is gloomy indeed. . . . at this moment the cod%e
of action could not be recommended."”

Next was the fourth option, calling for active US negotiating

efforts. Here again the gloom was thick. There was no shortage of possible

’

avenues for communication, or wider forums for actual negotiation. But
CR. P’ = :
to disucss these left a deeper question:

"What, in practice, would we hope to get from either Hanoi
or Peiping if all we were doing was to continue our present
rrograms and policy? Neither would be reaily nurting; indeed,
the sum total of our actions -- including above all ocur failure
to take any stronger action -- would mean to them that our
initiative was simply a quiet way of getting out and letting
South Vietnam go down the drain. Time would not be om ocur side,

- the situation in South Vietmam would more likely be worsening
than improving as we talked (whether or mot the talks leaked)
and all ia all they would.see themselves as having all the cards.

Thus -- unless we were doing scmethinz to make the costs
to them more serious actually or potentigllv —— this course of
action would be a straight negotiation from weakness. This would
be true whether or oot the Frencn or others got into the act
with '"neutralization" gambits. Our constantly stated. opposition
to wider negotiation per se appears on analysis still to be
soundly based."

Hence, the {ifth option played with the idea of trying to create
a negotiating balance by military action, but then stopping such action
once negotiations got under way —— in contrast to the second option, which

. v . v = - 3 .
proposad to contlnueigven in the face of a Big protest level in the world,

pra—y e ey
—————

o mm——— c ox—"“w-- »
(&t least until Hanoi made military concessionsz This fifth option, as I

drafted it, is closely similar to actual options considered in detail in
the following month. In essence, it became the soft form of Option C, in

the terms used in November. My October discussion of it is so gemeral that

it is mnot worth giving here.” Plammis—ano-wascihe-direstiontorwirichay

owrr-tirinking- had mwe&ﬁr—tﬁa"c*cn:se.ai_qmpaﬁ_ng—th&—papei./ As I
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concluded: « « if we reject Option B of syscematic pressures on th

ae

- -
Norch, i;s I had at that time}, this is the most hopeful course of action
-
to salvage something in South Vietnam, and to gain time to shore up the
next line of defense in Thailand -- but tat is about gili."” [T war wuc oy &
QHELAR Al LEAMTIIDIN

When this memorandum was being read by its limited audience, there

were less than two weeks to go to the election. Although the JCS filed
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acommendatiogs during that period, all locking to a system-
atic and Zairly tough bombing program, there were no meetings at any level.
Ali the men at the top kamew that Vietnaxm would be the first major foreign
policy problem to zo to the President after the election, and that the

problem arnd the choices to deal with it were locking extremely darik.

d. On the'night of November lst, Saizon time, the Communist side

.ty "

struck ome of the most sophisticated and teiling blows of the encire war.

. I say "the Communist side' rather than simply
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The principal target was the squadromn of 3-57's that had been sent

Af in August. Of the total of , five were demolished, and

o

another 13 badly damaged. Several other aircraft were also destroyed and

damaged. 'Altogether the base was made a shambles in a’short minutes,

. . BWa, 5D WELAIAED AT, JHELE St atip s s T
in which the attackers, FaR-adoul-placing—eZmlosive~ChRarges—ani~—3aooting up
AN2 THEN Di80200 4005 WEThurr THAes

Skl e Res—rhon—disappeared—wi-thoub—a—singlo—sna~sainz—apprenandad- .
The outcome was s@epdy humiliating to the US, fer—the—sake—of

Lhe-planes, and deeply damaging as well to South Vietnamese morale and to

- i

-

US-Vietnamese relations. For the security of the base had been left to the
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South Vietnamese and had been a particular worry ever since August. Every

kind of American pressurss had-been applied, and every kind of Vietnamese
assuraznce given, that its protection was assured. Now, the abject failure
léft a stﬁnned;vqid.

g The timing also was perfact. For the news hit Washington on the
morning -of Sunday, November lsg, two days before the elecﬁion, and with
Fhe President back in Washingtoq’for a day between his traditional final
. appearance in New York City on éaturday night, and his last rally in his
own Texas on the Monday. Ba€‘E;; problem,_oi_aanzS%:awas not whether Wash-

. ington was fully manned: the Presiéent and all his top advisors were-on

/r* LAl I:-"jn CT‘-"\ /i J/M"—':' /
Sandy=and &t once had full reports and Jan ‘;SS&GO@—&&?&&F—SQ:Eu*C"ﬁ%ukfna
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‘aspect of this attack called for a prompt response as at Tonkin Guli. ‘ The

(£

problem was that, in these particular circumstances and above all in this

particular campaign, it was out of the question for the President to order

a ret liatory Domblng of North Vlet?fif/

da 2 - . : 71 c ot ae e
—50 far as I could teil - hav1ng been called from bed at the

Hi

irsc

reports and remaining at work almost all that day -— no senior civilian
¥

[ A2 b i zw»o// avs mer 2ot ey )
thought the President could or should .;ct:}/1 In the | bac&grounnlnc of cthe prass,
|

by afternoon, the note was being struck that the aircraft had been in

i, r-,‘
Vietnaghnot, as yet, on any Vietnam missions -- a frzil lime of distimction
’ (_/:('f L '/{ﬂ }
- at best — and the press had quickly and q&iéﬁ:y’concluded that there would

be no response.

Most to the point were the arguments of election timing frankly
used in the second of two cables explaining the President's decision to
Taylor in Saigon. First, retaliation at this time would be open to attack,

within the US, as politically motivated -- thus diluting or distortin



its effect on Hanoi. Second and even more iImgortant, in the setting of

00

i

that time any tit-for-tat action would in practice go far to commit the

US to a systematic bombing program. This decision, weighed in all its pros
and cons for so long, could not be taken in the closing days of a campaign,
- -~
. . . ; . ‘s . ; I
either in wisdom or perhaps even in the spirit of the Comstitution. The

M
cable concluded that the attack did mean we would have to consider wider

’ . actions even more acutely than before, but did not change the most basic
need of all, for constitutional éﬁd effective goverment in Saigén.
On Monday morning, before leaving for Texas, the President held
. & special ﬁeeting with all of thg JCS. It was designed to make cleér the
depth of his concern for the problem, and his resolve that it be addressed
fuiiy. The President made no commitments and announced no policy review

- -plans on that day. Privately, that aftermoon the word was conveyed to me

and to John McNaughton that on Election Day we were to set under way a

full review. We agreed to meet the following morning.

- - e e e ..
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The Policv Process

b. The Working Group that started work on November 3d was persomally
chosennby each‘Pgincipal, to consist of men of the highest possible seniority
consistent with their devoting full time to the work, and to reflect the full
confidenﬁe ard continuing guidance of their chiefs. Representing the State
Department were myself as Chairman, Michael Forrestal, and Robert Johnson of
‘the Policy Planning Council. The a@ministrative man was Jonathan Moore from
my office. The intelligence office of the Department, supervised by Allen
Whiting afd Tpomas Hughes, also participatéd directly in the major imtelligence
sections of the drafting. At the top, Secretary Rusk, George Ball, and Aver-
ell Ha?riman were kept posted on" the work. Harriman, then chiefly occupied
with African-matters, did ﬁot participaﬁe in any of the key meetings, but did
reééiveAthe most ﬁmp&rtant pépe&s ana talked with Forrestal and myself. Ball

was intemsely preoccupied during the month with the question of a European

* o
Fires e

multilateral force, and both he and Rusk were necessarily closedy—engaged in

the critical decisions of mid-November for a relief;operation to evacuate

4

Americans and others from Stanleyville in the Congo -- an extremely contro-—

R RTIRE
P

versial and worrisome décision, which dominated the headlines of the world for
-

much of the month.

Iz the Defense Department, the principal civilian on the Working
Group was Joun McNaughton, aided by Daniel Ellsberg as his persomal assistant
(since mid-August), and also by a first-class military and civilian staff that
dperated in close touch with the Joint Staff for specific military facts.
McNaughton of-course reported diréctly to Secretary McNamara, who took a close

and continuing persomal interest. Deputy Secretary Vance, on the other hard,

was, as usual, the "all else'" man for McNamara. Since in November of 1964
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the "all else" included ﬁL}?, the Congo operation, and the f£inal stages of
the Defense budget to be submitted-in- January, Vance in fact played little
part in this policy review, and did not attend any of the key meetings.

The representative of the Joint éhiefs of Staff was Vice Admiral
Lloyd M. Mustin, senior operations officer, or J-3, for the Joint Staff. He

had the services of his own substantial staff, and reported directly either to

' General Wheeler or to the Joint Chiefs as a group. Because of the Chiefs' custom —-

long familiar to me from NSC days in the Eisenhower Administration =-- of not
wishing to speak authoritatively in the absence of a writtem paper endorsed
by the Chiefs as a whole, Mustin was from the first in a somewhat difficult

position in the Working Group. However, he quickly sized up the situation,

5oL .

And obtained the necessary working latitude from General Wheeler. IZ& was
v ng : £

1
- 1]
(et

aﬁ articulaﬁéﬁ’aounright épokesﬁan for the viewpoint of his superiors, througih~
Qul=tEe - Drocessia oo

The fourth working agency was CIA, with its senior China-isia man,
Harold Ford. EHe reported directly to John McComne, and drew on the full resources
of the Agency, particularly the Office of Natiomal Estimates and the special
group McCone had by then formed for day-by-day review oi the Vietnam situation

N\

in all its aspects\ééfk}*

Finally, the White House was of course closely involved. McGeorge
Burdy sat with Rusk and McNamara as an overall supervisory group, for scope,
and participated fully in all the key meetings. His staff for Asian matters
at this time consisted of Chaster Cooper and Jémeé Thomson. Cocoper still
carried with him a large share of the responsibility’he had had in CIA and
in his divided CIA/White House duties of the first half of 1964. That is,

he was regarded as a txouble-shooter on intelligence problems relating to

Vietnam. Thomson, on the other hand, never immersed himself in the Vietnam
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situation, but tended rather to keep a close eye on China and & watchi

on the rest of Asia. Ian November of 1564, both men received the papers,

1. A"
&
19

S

and Cooper participated fully id meetings of the Working Group.

(=)

. .
here, he

B3

ot any particular policy view, but rather to press for

oW
I
.
et
v
)
[
~
rt
o)

i)
r
i)
7
©
[

fullness and accuracy in the work.
13

All told, this was a full-scale mobilizaciom of the relevant men
in Jasnington. In contrast to the May/June and Augaat/Septex::nD\_r pericds,
" when the papers had been seen by many but participataed in by only s small

circle, the papers im this review were available

t

0 a fairly wide profes-
sional circle, and the timing permitted extenmsive comment. After N ovamer,

this was never true to the same extent, partly because of action urgencies,

[l
but partly because the President in particular beecame more and more concerned

- about the possibility of dc\ﬂlagl g lea It had always been his view that
)

~

nternal govermment deliberations must be private, to be framk and effective;

[

’f; scene
“ he strongly shared the judgment that most ohb_servers of the Washington/held

‘over the years -- most so-called "leaks"

wishing to carry his case to the public and, im effect, tilt the

o}
£
o
£l
4l

hnd

balance of decision in his own ‘favor. For any such practice by ::U-DO'EG..;...Q.C:S,
the President had absolutely zo sympathy. Moreoyer, the. President hatad
even to have it kmownthat a particular problem was umder intemse scrutiny:
over amd over, speculation a_: this effect would cause him to issue public
denials that any decision was imminent or any plan or recommendation before
him -- and in private would make him slow down thé process axd defer the deci-
sion eit:h_.er fvay about the problem that had got iitself into the newspapers.

: ' : - In November of 1964, the press was -- as one looks it over from

stance of seven years -- remarkably restrained. Althought the gravity

-~ A
.G .

e

of the situation had been reported all through September amd October, and

Cmt et e o e e © W b e e L e e e e e e R - . .
R - . B
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although the general govertmment state of mind had been known since March,

speculation during November was not acute.

7 .
. <:£;ére was a general feeling of "all passion spent' after the

election -- pertaps- similar to the feeling Whi%gf in tke 1960 pest—election

pe:io@g obscured the emergence of the Laos cx

a sharp drop in interest in the Paris talks.

most marked down-points in the very striking

public sensitivity to foreign issues.

Nonetheless, the policy review was

election, an November 5, Joseph Alsop summed

isis, and in 1968 was to produce
-

This seems to be one of the
cyclical character of American

B -

fully known. Right after the

up the situation in a column that

.Bears quoting in full,

" govermment view were sensed by a well-informed reporter.

since it shows how well the general situation and the

He wrote:

"After the long, loquacious mightmare of the election, the
awakening is at hand. It is bound to be a rude awakening,
nowever, even though it is nice to have the nightmare over. For
some very ugly and difficult problems were put on the shelf for

ion of the campaign.

the durat

At the head of the list is the unending, slowly deteriorating
crisis inm South Viet-Nam. Peace has been one of the campa 1gn’s
most strongly stressed themes, yet we may be now heading intc a

decidedly unpeaceful period.

In these last weeks there has been a marked, close-to—dramatic
trend toward near unanimity on the central point. All the chief
parties at interest-—the State and Defense Departments, the intel-
ligence amalysts and the White House stafii members-—now agree that
the U.S. cannot safely continue to deal with the Vietnamese crisis
on the long established principle of 'more of the same medicine.’

© The-level of United States aid has been repeatedly raised.
Repeated attempts have been made to improve the efficiency of

the United States team in charge of the problem. Some progress
has been achieved by General Maxwell Taylor, most notably by the
installation of a fairly acceptable civilian govermment which will
nonetheless leave military authority strongly concentrated in the
hands of General XKhanh.
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But here in Washington, and among the U.S. team in charge ef& /4

Prihd S
et ]
ey Saigon, no one of any consequence blinks at the fact that the

anti-communist resistance in SVN is being slowly eroded at th
base. The erosion was formerly discerned by a mimority of policy
makers and hopefully denied by the rast, but it is now generally
admitted.

It is admitted too--and this is even more important—— that the
erosion will not be halted in any of the easy ways, by further
injections of U.S. money, men, and arms. Hence the stark choice
looms between permitting the erosion to continue until the dnti-
comnunist resistance fimally collapses, or taking extremely
-drastic measures to 'change the terms of the problem.'

'Changing the terms of the problem’ is the new in-group phrase
for changing the strange rules of a strange war -—the rules which
have permitted the Communist North Vietnamese to mount a long and
murderous attack on South Viet-Nam without suffering any serious
damage on their own territory to the north.

Last spring, the whole govermment gave serious consideration
to the logical, .if old-fashioned expedient of trying to halt the
North Vietnamese agcress‘on by making the NMorth ¥ietnamese pay
thru the nose for it. At.that time, in quite large part because
. of the Impending election, this nard decision was deferred.
> ) General Taylor and U. Alexis Johnson were then sent to Saigon to .
é@ see what they could do. :

General Taylor and his team at least prevented, or helped to
prevent, the drastic and finzl deterioration that many expected
to occur this fall. But one of the most important factors in the
present situation is the reported conviction of General Taylor
that no altermative now remains except to 'change the teras of
the problem.' ' ) .

. Another important feature of the new situation is the posture

wh of the intelligence analysts. Late last winter, the forecasters
began to say that all might be lost in Viet-Nam, unless sterz
measures were promptly taken. In the late spring, however,
greater stress began to be given to the grave possible consequences
of stern measuras against North Viet-Nam, such as Chinese Cozmunis
intervention on the spot or retaliation elsewhere.

. Currently the line of the amalysts--which is also the line of
' just about all of the policy makers—~—is that the risks of positive,
decisive action are obvious and undeniable, but that these risks
of action are alsc less grave than the risks of inaction. TFor
it is more and more widely agreed that failure in South Viet-Nam
will put the United States out of business as a Pacific power.
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The months of the campaign have been devoted to tha elaboration
of whole closets~full of contingency plans for action. Most of
them are based om the principle of rolling, progressive retaliation
against the North Vietnamese. ' Just before leaving for Texas,
President Johnson ordered the contingency plans to be sorted out
and costed out.

This was no hasty, temporary responsa to the recent successful
Communist attack on the U. S. B~57 bombers at Bien Hoa airfield.
It was the beginning of a process of careful, painful choice which
can be expected to take some time to produce a result. Nothing is
likely to be more important in the time just ahead." *

(Other material from the press of the moment. Show quotes and

ganeral mood.)

/
L e

Toward the end of the month, the problem of press reguiatien became
considerably more acute. In another column, Alsop reported the substance
of George Ball's basic position, while im Saigon General Taylor uniatentionally
Lriggered reports that he himself was taking a very hard position and even

' {'{ﬁz:.;f:,z.‘;*'»"s .

threatening to resiga., The President’'s indigznation at these eavents was vented
! ; )

urmistakeably during the last week of November, but did not affect the sub-

rh

stance of the discussions so far as any of us could tell.

*# J. Alsop, Washington Post, November 4, 1964.



https://continge,.7.Cy

Wosoxinzs of the First Phase

c. At the first two sessions of*the Working Group, agreement was

reached om a comprehensive outlige: an intelligence assessment for Vietnam
itself, a "hard look" at objectives and stakes, the setting forth of three

broad courses of action, the full analysis of each of these, aﬁd a section

on the immediate actions that were needed whatever choice was finally made.

The Working Group left out any final recommendations, in part to avoid

any premature taking of "agency Qositions" before the Principals had

spoken. In the origimal outline, sections were also assigned on negotiations --—
on which Rober t Johqson did extenmsive work —— and on accompanying actions
relating to Laos, Cambodia, and Thailand. In the Working Groué% report to

thg Principals, these last two were folded into the discussion'of the three

broad choices.

]

These choices were: an Option A that sd=gZy went on within existing

policy (including the possibility of imdividual reprisal actioms), an Obtion
B that called for bombing the North with major attacks from the outset,:
and an Option C that called for a slow and gradual program of bombing the
North, with the intent to keep maximun flexibility. All the Optioms, of course,
deglt with the key element of negotiatidns, in ways that became cen:rai to
the action debate. The presentation of each Optioﬁ was designed to claim. for
it the maximum possible merit, while at the same tﬁie stating the disad-
vantages with homesty. In this spirit, Forrestal, McNaughton, and I did most
of the original drafting for A, B, and C respectively -- but the latitude for
comment made the "pros amd cons" for each a composite product in the end.
At heart, I think all three of us were personally "C men" from the start;

McNaughton indeed made this evident to all with a first supporting paper omn

k) , November 6 (PP, p. 365, Doc. 85), and my own private draft recommendation was




for Option C to begin in the new year. As senior civilians, and also the

most clearly "political" members of a largely professional group, we none-

theless made an effort to see thdt-all reasomable points were included and
fairly stated.

Rusk, McNamara, and McGeorge Bundy checked the initial outlines,
—p—

and on November 1lth took to Texas the first drafts. Simce the agenda for

this one—-day meeting with the President had many equally critical items,

(4...0)

e difi oo *V*p**eefﬂﬁjzﬁéi no detailed guidance came- back -=- and I doubt

e
N

if the President looked at the material. However, the Vietnam situation was
discusséd at some length, and it became clear that the President was,distincply
wary of any quick decision, saw all the profound implications, and wanted

evEry cormer of the subject gone into. To jump ahead a little, he remained

in Texas qntil the end of the month except for (two) short visits to Wash-

.ington, and in Texas was focussed almost wholly on the usual budget matters

and on pulling together the historic Great Society program that was to be

N

the keystone of his elected Administration. All along he had believed that

m

great program of domestic reform can only be put through Congress 'while

the iron is hot" -— and in the first flush of a triumphant new Administration.

Iz that November month, as he basked briefly in the glection results and then
w orked and relaxed in the hill country he loved, his thoughts must have been

toran. What was conveyed to his advisors, and surmised by others like myself

who were only'vaguely conscious of the full forces at work, was that he

mix would do what in the end seemed right, but that he wanted to walk every
S gl M

s

inch of the ground first, and not decide anything till he had to. &t was a
characteristic pre-decision attitude for him -&1g§c that November the sense
of challenge and potential cost must have been acute. Even a limited widening

of the Vietmam war would cut right across the atmosphere and concentration

e e e e T e i S
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the President needed to get the Grea:t Sociaty approved and moving forwar

The toughest choice of his Presidency was being foreshadowed urmistakeably

in that beautiful Texas fall -- guns versus butter, lasting peace in Asia
hunmane, & 9- Lo )

versus making America more/Iumzmy or trying olbotn.

Meanwhile, in Washington the plamners went ahead at full speed,

1

with no mention at any time of domestic political. factors. It may be worth

saying rignht here that this remained the case straight through the months of

o

" decisfon, at my working level and in all meetings of working groups and of

the Principals themselves. The impact of domestic politics is a key question
conceraing the ultimate decisions of both President Kennedy and President

Johnson, and my own private "feel for its significance will be found in

Part II of this book. It figures very little in an account of events as seen

B

from my position.

By the 17th, it had been decided (check) that Ambassador Taylor

.

should return to Washington about Thanksgiving Day, -Thursday, the 26th, and
that he and the Principals should then meet prior to the President's full-scale

return to Washingtom on the night of the 30th. In preparation, the Principals

1o} P oled

decided to meet themselves on tie 24th. Accordingly, on the 17th the Working

Group distributed a draft of over 10C double-spaced pages, which had been
laboriously and critically edited and reviewed, line by line, within the
Group, although no single member was bound to its wording. A 20-page drart
summary was then done by me, wiXbxmximmpxitsxxmi and this, with the full text,
some relevant cables from Ambassador Taylor, and a long list of key issues for
discussion, filled the bulglng notebooks of the Principals on the 24LH rom

&‘ Friceas )‘j

that voluminous record andAunusually careful and systematic alscu551oqd there

emerged endless points of detail on which students of the so-called decision-

making process may wish to feast in years to come. As I saw it, the process

e o
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itself was as nearly neutral and complete as it can ever be. The real

material for history lies in the substance of what was thought, and above all

in the key points discussed below.
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The Substance of Debate: Obiectives and Stakes

d. All through the process, the immediate objectives of the United
States were defined as the indeperdence of South Vietnam and the restoration
of the 1962 Accords for a neutralized Lacs. The former was spelled out on
qccasion tc mean the restoration of the essential‘provisions of the 1954
Accords (refer to earlier interpretation of these), and to require South
Vietnam‘being Iree to receive externoal assistance. In these papers,-the
question of ultimate reunification was addressed only in working papers, in
the sense that this issue should be resolved in time, by peaceful methods.

The factors that lay behind American policy were defined in the
same terms as in my October memcrandug)-iyfrom which in fact they were

lifta

Fh

" P

: the general principle of helping countries defend their freedom, the
g pPlng s

specific consequences for Asia if Communist control of South Vietnam and Laos

v

wWere brought about, and the importance of the two countries as test cases of

Communist "wars of national liberation" worldwide. Frequently, through
these and other papers, these wider stakes amd—gzrooses beyond Vietnam, cadt
1

then—ehat—you~will, were embraced within a statement of '"objectives," partic-
-

ularly in stafif papers by McNaughtdn. I myself preferred, and gzenerally

ahdered to, a formula that stuck first to what we were trying to achieve,

or really to prevent, in Vietnam and went on to take up the wider factors

as, in essence, measures of the importance of the achievement of these

objectives, or of failure to do so. Thus, for clarity alome, I will

use the phrase "measures of importance” to define this;sector of the debate.
Still a third term must, alas, be ﬁ%roduced to cover a point argued

%hroughout this first phase, the need fbr what were called "fallback objectives.”

McNaughton and I had both by this time come to stress what had, of course, been

true all along — that there was a chance of failure in any event. The South
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Vietnamese could collapse, cease to resist, and in some fashionm make neaca

RO matter what the US did. In
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way by a few. To the decisive
group at all times, it seemed as impossible to visualize in practice,
“gg:ge_;mpe—~a—nzluc‘aley as trying to f£ight in France, against Gjrma:v, in
the circumstances of the summer of 1940 after the French goverrment had sur-

r endered.*  Hence, if we might fail in the task of preserving South Vietnan

=2
or Laos, we had to comsider what we still wanted to achieve by the way
conductad curselves. In the Working Grouyp papers finmally reviewed by the
Erincipals, there were thrae of these "fzllbac
T . = ’

1. To hold the situation together as lomg as possible, so

that we have time £o strengthen other areas of Asia.

[
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To tzke forceful enough measures in the
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we emerge from ii, even In the worst case, with our standing as th

i
possiole.
3 L -G % - v T LT P 3 - -y = Aam o et
J. L0 make clear TO a8 wWorlc, and TO DATLcOS in ASi& parciiu

* The discerming historian may note here that there have been cases, and

honored ones,where an assisting power went on fighring on the territcry

f a nation whose official goverrment had surrendered. Greece and Crete

n 1541 was one such case —— others? Probably, if Rhee and the Scuth

Korean govermment had been captured or induced to surrender in early July

of 1950, the United Nations and the US would have kept on with their mili-
tary action. But no ome %Wodd have argued that South Vietnam in 1964 or after-

ward, resembled these cases. This is, of course, part of the difference in

degree that distinguished this part-civii, largely-political war Zrom the
tandard case of aggression.

He O

q
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to defend -- that, im short, our will and ability to help those

nations defend themselves is not impaired.” (val. I, I, p. 3)

0f these, gaiaing time was always fully accepted as of great importance.

The second -—- what McNaughton and Forrestal in particular came to call the
. - .
n 2 1 P ud anl /
good doctor’ argument —-— weighed heavily wiﬁ3<Mcmamara, McGeorge Bundy

and myself, as we shall see over and over in the next few months. In
other language, it could have been describad as "proving that the US honors
its commitments" -- the firm nature of this particular commitment was
accepted by all and because it was likewise agreed by all, as a fundamental
premise of American policy all over the world, that the support of the Unitad
. States and the credibility of Amefican action were at this period of history

the twin pillars of peace.

. ‘ ﬁowever, there was sharp disagreement as to the practical implica-

' 1

tions of the "good doctor' objective. In case of failure in Vietnam, would

the US appear as a more reliable guarantor elsewhere for having tried?
McXNamara, McNaughton and I thought so, at least to the point where the effort
in Vietnam appeared Izicxdy plainly hopeless. Rusk and 3all thought that if

- . ks ’4 - - —~ o~ - . ~ - . - - - L
we failed, wewould be worse off for haviag tried -- and in the end drew, dia-
metrically opposite conciusions. 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 ger a balance.

.

I mention this important issue gpight at the start because, among
other things, it helps to set the mood of the whole month and of those that
followed it. Failure had been a distant streak of lightning through the

summer amd early fall; by late fall, its darkening shadow was in the counecil

room every moment. In the deliberations of November, only Admiral Mustin

W

objectad to the inclusion of fallback objectives in the papers; it was the
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honest position of a man of action, the forceful side of the Hamlet the
= policy group had become.

So much for objectives. On the '"measures of importance," thera
were equally significant differences of relative emphasis and weight as
between one factor and others.

As I had already written 1n Octooer, I myself found the general

: /.q rd{” ';v;’

principle of defending countries, a /‘Viéfﬁém as a test case of 'wars of

national liberation," to be essentially the same point in practice. In some

cases, as in NATO or Korea, US commitments related to threats of a straight

military nature; in other cases, US help, actual or potential, was keyed to a

. ."“ E“)l 1ores \V'.' "'»" ﬁ/j )
subversive type of threat._ Both ame_dowﬁ—LO/tHe “overall image of the US
s

as wise, powerful and reliable. To want to preserve that image can be cari-

© " catured as simple Occidental “face -- and I would not deny that it contained

"-an element of that, of sheer pride. But Rusk and others who cared most about

18

preserving the image had, I am sure, a much less nationalist and more
idealist purpose; they beiieved, quite simply, what Rusk said over and over

-~

throughout his eight years as the American Secretary of State, that the

world wouid run smack intoc the utﬁer collapse of a third World War if like-
minded mations did not work together to keep the peace, so demonstrably that
others were deterred or defeated. In such an effort, the US role was central
and indispensable. Hence, the US reputation was literally vital to human
survival.
I think all of us accepted this in princiﬁle, although —— as I
shall argue in the analysis to come in Part II -- this central premise of
American policy in the 1960's did not mean at all that America was engaged

equally in every problem. The United States was ''the policeman of the world"

only, by preference, alongside others, and certainly only where, in some com-

- bination, it had strategic interests, commitments, and a capacity to act.

5
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all Iour points were though ply in Soucth Vietnam, and the questicn
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Tl was how tihe Vietnam case would affect the many cases around the world where
the same points applied in significant degree.

The difference in the Vietnam policy debate, not merely in November
but thereafter, came in the geographic appl‘catlon of the principle: Many
of the policy group, myself included, did mot believe that the outccme in

the role of the United States in Europe
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‘or Latin America —- '"commitment" areas both -- or even in the Middle East,
where in the key case of Israel there was no formal commitment but a hezvy

degree of reliauce on the US im a pinch. In a university pharase, we might

1

have said that these tubs could stand on their own bottom, if the US subse~

sequently showed such an imtent. For the key NATO case, in particular, I at

-+ least was inclined to agree with George Ball's argument that while actiag to
]

"« the point of- extremis in Vietnam might prove our reliability t

o

Europe, we

Fh

might at the same time end up subject to the damaging charge of caring more

There was a real diffierence of view here, amd it was to co:'a.or in
an important way the presentation of the whole Vietnam policy to the aAmerican
rudbiic in the years to come. 7To some LEJ speechwritbers -— Richard Gocawin
iz a readily quotable example -~ the "cormitment™ argument was utterly sec-
ondary and meaningless, so much so that he and othfers would deny even that th

a
US nad ever had formal/commitment under SEATO, or at least had ever relied
on it. (Citatioms.) To Secretary Rusk and on occasion to the President, at
the other extreme, the "commitment" argument acnd its worldwide importance

e were central and paramount. Between the two schools was the view that I per-

sonally took with others: we never for a moment doubted that US prestige and
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a UScommitment were key parts.of the American stake in the Vietnam conflics,

but believed that the principal damage from failure was in relation to Asia
and above all China, perhaps raacling as far to the West as India and evexn

to't he then-shaky situation in Iram, but not im any critical way beyond.

For us, the "commitment" argument was above all intertwinad with what seemed
to us the greatest
and the underlying balance of peace there.

-

American stake -~ the role of the United States in Asia

One must
debate in November

not dwell un&uly on this point, nor was it a ceater of
of 1964. 1Instead, the focus on debate was on the conse-
quences iz Asia itself, if South Vietnam were to be taken over. B} nailiag
down how very grave a view the senior policy circle took on this point,

tﬁé debate made unimportant, for decision purposes, the difference of emphasis
between the "cmmnitneqt" and "Asia" schools.

If the weight of Vietnam for
American policy had to be, in figurarive terms, a measure of %(to warrant tough

]
L/"u.f{{ ‘2 1‘4.‘ AT .'..',.f;‘__/

o
action, then it mattered little whether the weight placed on the worldwide

’ o/
e s rrier A5, )

. " (guel
commitment point was 6 or 3A is

if the weight on the Asia point
5~6 for everyone (save Ball,

caze out

-
ac

whose total was of course less than the
hypothetical 8 anyway). And this, in effect is what happened
circle of late November,

in the policy
in what seemed to me -- as I wrote in the open

ing
chapter of this book -~ the most critical single moment in all the policy
debates of 1961 through 1963,

The issue was joined squarely, within the Working Group, by
Admiral Mustin.

The main text, drafted by me, followed closely the same line
that I had stated in my October memorandum:

while the domino theory was too
pat, the fall of South Vietnam would mean the collapse of Laos and a high

degree of ‘accommodation by Sihamouk in Cambodia.

Thailand would then be the
key and focus, along with a Malaysia alzeady threatened by Sukarmo's
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cornfrontation campaign. The shock wave might break over them in shorc

order; im any event they would be under contizuin 2 pressure and would see

-

in what had @ ened to Vietnam a demomstration that the US could not be
counted

Buﬁ;ﬁi on. Thus, a collapse of their will to stay independent was en;irely
possibla. This in turn would virtually make SEA a sphere of communis: influ-
ence or domimationm, and with this the case the effect on India and Japan could
be serious. At each stage, there would be a chance to hold, but it would be
very difficult to do so once thé tide was running.

It was not a satisfactory judgment —- too many "ifs" and no clsar
ultimate guess on the odds of collapse all over the area. But it was the -
best I“cauld do, and was generally accepted by the civilisns in the group
aé'being in the right tonme of "dark grey" uncertainty.

Admiral Mustin, uowevb-, took the straight domimo view, arguing
that the collapse of S5EA was as good as inav 1;ao;e. Theiland would wo longer

have the slightest confidence in the US, all over the area the US would be

ill the vacuum.

|21}

seen as in total retreat, and the Communists would rapidly

e paper came to the Principels for review

0]
(3
-
&

So the views stcod, a

ry

on tha 24th. Prior to that mee I went ofi by myself to try to produce a

more specific and convincing discussion, leading to the "light grey <con—

clusion that the rest of Southeast Asiz would somehow stand, if the US carried

m

on strongly, even after a Communist takeover in Scuth Vietnam. It was
private paper, designed only for the two Secretaries, and presented to them
on the 23d in a brief private meeting (check). However, both at once rejected

it as simply not persuasive, and I myself came to share that view. I would

still not have accepted the conclusion of inevitable collapse, but the

problems of carrying on did come to seem nearly insuperzble.
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the 24th, the consensus of tae Principals,

L))

hus, at the meeting o

Ball alone dissenting, was that the likely outcome would be "in the direction

"

s

the Mustin conclusion, and "somewhat more serious” than my or iginal draft.

0%

" this 'very dark grey" canclusion seemed to me an

Yot perhaps "black,
important and indeed climactic point in the discussions. What it meant was

" were being set very high

that the stakes, the total "measures of importance,
indeed -~ by a group exposed at tﬁe same time to a full dose of difficulty
ané gloom. A1l through the F 1es and early Sixties, I had participated
in NSC papers, working statements,‘and in a few cases public statements
saying that Vietnam was in some sense the key to Southeast Asiz. NOY’—Q in

. the partlcular historic circumstances of November 196A-— hich I tried to
summarize in the last chapter on "East Asia on the Eve' -- this was a judgment
tha t'was not the blind renet tion of past rhetoric, but a living and crucial

judgment in the toughest of ¢ircumstances.

J

1]

k57 At the same time, the November review reaffirmed a central policy

13

&

premise that runs through the whole account of American policy in Vietnam.

If preserving the independpéce of South Vietnam had at the end of 1964 from

(;&uuf /’ /u;\ﬂ‘“"~ )

all standpoints put together, a weight of d'in imerican policy as a whole,

a war between the United States and China had at all times a negative weight
s
f/.LJ,II./‘: -/ .
of 1 J{ sut for the courageous Admiral Mustin, I do not believe this factor.

would appear in any way in the papers in explicit £orm; in response to drafts

that by implication treated the risk of war with China as paramount, his

argument was that American power was so devastating that the Chinese must,

in a pinch, back down and avoid a showdown. In other words, the argument
A

that ¢&d rage over whether Option B or C involved greater risk of war with

China -- to which we shall return in the next chapter -— assumed that any

such war would be a national disaster.

.

h The reader will see that this attitude was signif cantly di f;erent
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from some that had been expressad in 1961 policy debates. Then milirta ary

men, and om one occasion a senior liberal civilian, had at least thought

out loud that perhaps war with China was inevitable and better faced then

- ) N . J.“ A
than later. So real had the possibility seemed that there had raged~cms
e G LD ‘
1ntense discussion over whether muclear weapons should be used against.China, .
A

\r
rather than trying to stem.an avalanche of Chinese manpower into Southeast
e e e e

Asia bv conventional military Foroes

In the intervening years, a similar debate on the nuclear .threshold
nad been at the center of the NATO problem. Largely because of Secretary

McNamara's personal conv1at40ns and force, the.American position had shifted
/ . e e -

LR T

-/
: from dn—ecsi—ralvzife on nuclear weapons to a strategy that went to great
lengchs to use conventional forces even in central Germany, and to make a

mclear decision just as deliberate and controlled as possible.

The thinking behind. this critical change in military policy had

4
3

mever been publicly extended to:zAsia.* Over and over, as we have seen in

@

the account of Secretary Rusk's conversations of the spring of 1964, the
assumption was that any war with China would involve at least zrave deci-

sions, with heavy cost either way, on the use of nuclear weapons. To be

sura, the growth of American conventional capabilities had meant that Amer-—
ican mediuvm and heavy bomberslwere now equipped to operate with conventional
bombs (which had not been the case in 1960), and far—sighted men in Washingcon
could see that in a showdown with Chima the US now had an adequate deterrent
threat -- potentially visible in Peking —— of external destruction without
the use of nuclear weapons.

But'all this was in the realm of theory and contingency planning.

What mattered, for action purposes, was the conviction that if China ever

* On the contrary, Secretary McNamara and General Taylor had both thought
hard about reducing American forces in Korea, in the face of stromg and artic-

u
late argument that this could lower the thLesnold at which nuclear weapons wou

have to be used. id
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war would

the resulting

Asia,

raised

intervened massively in Vietnam or Southeast
be a world disaster whether it stayed at the conventional level or notg.
it would be Korea

o ‘conventional forces,
oughtful and totally ant

Q&j

the US did confine itsel
weapons,

Iz
power; as for nuclear

to the nth
Comm"nls; Asian leaders had quietly warned Americans that at least in the
d-1960"s the Western power that used them first in Asj

context of the

£ -
Ll
would incur a”legacy of hatred that would warp the relation between East
At all COSta;'

and West- for generations to come.
Thus, major war with China was to be-avoided
tion against North

tion or human error

AL A m
T icantc

for it had to be honestly admitted that anv ac

dezree of risk above o7%, of miscalcula
arly,

}ul

Hardly, £

involved a
Simi

Vietnam 3
for practical purposes, any action that involyed.signi

But, i
war with China bore a heavy burden of proo:.

risk of bringing omn a
2 assumpiion concerning muclear weapons —— expressly stated at one spon-
a Principals' meeting -— was that in practice

e large numbers o= imer-

short of a case wher
Whnataver

rt
o)

al sense.

N

Y

tanecus and pregnant mcment ot

ican forces Ia
ed
ever emvisaged in the Vietnam policy deliberatioms at
L. T -

this would never be considered
faced immiment destruction in the most lit
in Korea in 19533 by the threat of nuclear weapons, 1o

any

had been accomplish
-such threat was isa

difference between American'strateglc thinking of tae
one might add, between President Johnson

o
(SN
O

stage. It is a m
1950's and that of the 1960's -- and,
and "President Goldwat .
the discussion of objectives and stakes in November of
and reaffirmed others. Vietnam was
would be an extremely serious blow to

In short,
erently emphasized

1964 reached some central conclusions

worth a great deal, and failure there
in { -— somewhat d4di

American policy in the world and in As
But preserving an independent South Vietnaz,

by different individuals.
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however important, did not warrant taking serious risks of war with China.
These were not easy guidelines within which to find a course of action.

Were they a prescription for bricks without straw?
- P

The View of the Problem in Vietnam

e. The intelligence contribution to the Working Group, for the most
part, repeated judgments concerning South Vietnam that had been stated in
early October. These had come in the intervening period to be pretty much
accepted by the policy circle reading the cables from day to day.

-From those cables, one could see the Huong govermment wréstli:g
courageously with the twin threats of disruption from the Buddhists and
sﬁudents and of military non-cooperation. Both were all too visible: the

. * cities remained disorderly, and there were some reports suggesting that

military leaders were in league with the demonstrators, or at least wished

to stay on good political terms with them. So, although Huong himself made
a strong personal impression, and General Xhanh seemed on the whole to be

behaving himsel§>as well as making the right noises to Taylor about teamwork,
A} .

the best that T lor or 11te;;‘gence draztsmen in masn1ng;on could see was | Y
’ 4 ¢ LA
u DTN N '1.3',:.‘1,.. - _ﬁ__,,.‘v, f'~- ,h[“‘”f" L v.’ !“, ‘”, -l G ’;
— ER ]
that the govermment-might hanc on.\ There seemed little“chance that in thef Asreszs,]
e
‘}.. Sramn f I

next few months’ it Wwould become even minimally effective in terms of real

leadership in the pacification program -— and no small chance that it would

collapse. Tke test of govermment in SVN had boiled down almost to whether
‘./"fzr-:{:’rfr}:r AN : (

there was eﬁcugéxfﬁ'ghpport a greater effort by the US to help the country

dig out.

' . With this political evaluation went the more hopeful judgment tkhat

the South Vietnamese armed forces were, in military terms, in fairly good

s shape. Despite the evidence of continuing high rate of desertions, the

military events since mid-September had contained no new setbacks, and the
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judgment throughout November, and for some months thereafter for most of
the policy circle, was that barring a‘political collapse the South Vietnam-
eése armed forces would remain adeguate to deal with the Viet Cong at past
levels of hnelp from Hamoi. Political weakness in fhe South was the vital

probiem; if it could be controlled or some improvement achieved, then the

military situation would go along all right. The question was put to the

"safe in assuming that SVN can only come apart for

Priﬁéipalsﬁ were we
morale reasons, and mot inm a military semnse as well?" The consensus answer
was, in effect, that miiitary defeat was not a serious danger.

This was, of course, a crucial judgment which was to be totally
belied by events in the next six months. In part, the connection between
bqlitics acd military performance was once again discounted as it had been

)
in the £all of 1963. 1In part, the Viet Cong's local capacity was set too
low. In part, however, the error was tied to ano ther judgment, concerning
the éegree of intervention that North Vietnzm was already exercising amd
would exercise in the ccming months.

As of late November, 1964; there were warning signzls on increased
infiltracion from the North. Following Taylor's cable of mid-October, .

MACV had done a new assessment, concluding that infiltration in every year
since 1959 had probably been considerably greéter than earlier estimates.

For 1964, the study estimated a large increase over 1963, but the total

were still a shade below the top year of 1962. Apart from the changes in
numbers, the 1964 flow appeared to comsist heavily of native North Vietnamese.
This was in contrast to earlier years when the flow had been native Southermers,
almost all men who had gome north at~thé tizme of the 1954 Accords, and then

been trained at the special schools developed by Hanoi specifically for the

purpose of eventual action in the South.
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The fact that the men might be mative Northerners was not of legal
or policy significance, for reasons already explained. (Refer to earlier
chapter.) It might simply mean that Hamoi had rum out of native Southerners.
Or it might mean more —— that Hanoi was less concerned than in the éast
to conceal its involvement in the war, and from aii inmeghaustible reservoir
of men was starting to pull out all the stops.

In the review of Novegber, this last conclusion was mentioned,
but not yet viewed as likely. On the contrary, the Washington intelligence
agencieas ;nitially treated the MACV study with great reserve. Its base
of data was admittedly thin -- principally the careful interrogation of
abqut 200 prisoners. This process was conducted by South Vietﬁamese under

American guidance that had much increased during the year as a result of

Washinmgton's continual pressing for better hard evidence. The South Viet-

namese for a long time could =not be brought to see how it mattered where

a -man had comeifrom. To them, quite understamdably, one Viet Cong was li@a
another at this stage. (Later the number of Northerners, with their dif-
ferant azccents, caused a distinct separation.) MACV now had twice as muckh
evidence as in the spring, and moreover had introduced new categories'of
estimate, to cover the cases where onlyAa single item of evidence estab—-
lished a group or unit; prior to this, the requirement of a second confirming

itan of proof, document or interrogation, had been rigidly adhered to.

Doubtless, this kept all comncerned to a high standard -- equally, maay of
—

us had long suspected, it tended to understate what was going on. Moraover,

some of us thought that in periods when the military trends were adverse
. throughout
ard prisoners few, as/fkxmmgihx 1964, there was an increased chance of under-

estimation. .But these were though$ in the back of policy-makers' mimds.

The Washington intelligence agencies remained very rigorous in their view of

1

et e+ vt o =+ i o it 4t e e = = e =
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194 they had

evidence and estimate. Yet by the beginning of December
moved a considerable distance, and the conclusion seemed solid and even con~

servative that, while the main eleménts of Communist strength in SVN were

1} s 1"
growing.

L

digenous (as had been emphasized since March), the North Vietnamese

still i
contribution was "substantial" and might now be

“the VC effort? The intelligence answer was

Could Hanoi call off
th d £ Hano{ iy d i T i
hat orders from Hanoi to reduce or end the insurrection would largely be

the VC, the South Vietnamese could in time probably reduce the imsurrection to
either

obeyed. Moreover, if Hanoi in practice stopped its direction and support to
Thus, in theory, whatever ended/®i:i North Vietnam's

manageable proportions.
s capacity to contimue would reduce the war to a local police problem

e :
in which the US would not need to be sigmnificantly engaged). In practice,
-y

Will or It
<
—
© "the drafts. looked at the far more likely case — what if military action merely
nd reduced the elements of North Vietnamese support?
give South Vietnam a breathing spell and a

destroyed many targets a

The best guess was that this would

chance.

These were the basic intelligence judgments on Hanoi's role in the

both intelligence men and policy-makers became fuzzy

Souzh. As we shall see,
i to assess what particular bombing programs would cause Hanoi to
But the

wien they trie
do, by way of cutting back and moving to negotiation in particular.
if anything believed to

Whiie the

oi and the war in the South was
periods.

connection between han
1964 rhan at eariier
cal/morale

be more important in the fall oI
the politi

real key remained in the South, and especially now in
area, auy action that reduced the North Vietnamese contribution could make

an essential difference.
one had to summarize this important judgment -- hammered out over

’ =
e
months of debate and review of hypothetical programs, scenarios, and war games
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intelligence was saying by the fall of 1964 that military action against

North Vietnam could help modestly to give the South Viatnamese army and
govertment a fighting chance to reverse the steady downward trend. It was
a light-orange light at most.

The Refection of Oontiom A: In Essence, a Decision Not to Withdraw

f. At the very beginning of the process, Option A had been framed
.to be essentially a continuation of existing policy. The only siznificant
change was the idea of conducting reprisal actions not werely against another
. Gulf of ?onkin incident (that is, against US military forces not engaged in
Vietnam), but against any VC spectacular attack in the South. Some small
;dditional action in Laos was also included, but essentially the prescription
was the same as the early September NSAM 314 -~ wnich 1“ any reasonable inter-

) //‘ﬁu/d L’ CC(L-....-;/’ wrld —"? /”
pretation had not been followed in ChHe;décision not to retaliate for Biem

/\

5N
&
>

Hoa.

Consistently with its definition, Option A excluded a US imitlative
for negotiations. As my paper of October had merely again demonstrated, =0
onie 1n the policy circle could see any hope of fruitful =negotiations in the
existingz balance of forces within South Vietnam.  All feit that the US and
South Vietnam would be in a hopeless position, even if the mere emtry into
negotiations did not bring about a collapse of any viable Saigon govermment.

Yet Option A did not exclude negotiatioms. If things continued

to go badly, someome in Saigom ~- in or out of govermment -— would probdabdly

(=)
start to deal with the NLF for a coalitiom, leading to a Vietnamese ''deal

that would produce, om the Polish model, a Communist takeover and eventual

merger with the North. Faced with this prospect, the US could stand aside

Ll

: or seek to cover its retreat by intermationalizing the negotiations. Ior

A

é

this, George Ball early in the month produced a script for a reconvened
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Geneva Conference, with the US objective to be supervised domestic elections
ok in which the NLF could freely participate. ©No paper tried'to assess now
Tos”
likely the achievemenz of this dbjective, or its consequences, would be:
I think the prevailing view would clearly have been that at most the confer-
ence would create a smokescreen of some sort to conceal in some degre; the
fact that North Vienam would henceforth control the South.
At any rate, the unanimous judgment of the Workinz Group was

2233 /J
. : P C g e Cleees? 4
that - witlr whatever negotiating tactic might be adopted -- Option A;cazmizd ¢

-, ,
P S ROy .ﬁ.// :
Lo A ppre. L P . o 3 o im = o i t

g;ﬁ;—————xfsaf1naezznltely, offerad little hope of getting North Vietmam out of the

South or establishing an independent Soutrh Vietnam. t was, in short,
tantamount to US withdrawal, and to abandoning the effort to sustain South
Vietnam.

: The historian of the Pentagon Papers asserts that this Option was

¥

f

H

. "rejected simply because it was, on its face, inconsistent with the March 1964
P, S .
ZmN

NSAM statiang US objectives in Vietnam, and without debate. This is farrc
too'sinple and pat. .No one in the policy circle felt bound by past state-
m ents of objectives -- although thgy were stremnuously argued on occasicn by

Admiral Mustin as defining the Working Group's task or views. Past words
were not a factor, nor was thare a failure to examine what the abandomment

of the enterprise would mean. On the contrary, the Working Group paper found
two comparative advantages to a failure outcome: that the US would be less
implicated than if it tried the stronger options, and failed, and that a

. 1L :

Vietnamese~negotiated deal would leaqu‘uniLied Communist Vietnam, which in
turn would reassert its traditiomal hostility to Communist China and confine
its own mnbiﬁions to Laos and Cambodia. In such a case, the ocutcome in

Thailand was hard to judge, but some sort of accommodation to China seemed

likely.
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It was not a harsh or tendentious picture of the comsequences of

sticking to existing policy, and rejecting the stronger Optioms B and C.
In effect, the US could let South Vietnam go; the question was whether, with

these two "advantages" taken into account, the consequences for Southeast

Asia and for the American role in Asia would be yearable.
‘ - The bureaucratic record is straightforward -- on November 24th,
Option A was dismissed by the Principals, and never further pursued as a
Elements from it were included in the'short-range program
But the idea of

long-terz course.
to which we turm in the next chapter on the action debate.

In effecrc,

’ letting go was rejected at the level of the President's senior advisors,
without extensive feentod argument, but with a clear relation to the other

two main judgments I have named as coming out of this first phase.

i od . ’ * : - 3
1f it was accepted that (a) the consequences of a Communist takeover would

be extremely serious, and that (b) there was some hope that strounger action

G

could improve the situation and avoid this result, it followed that
letting events take their course -- what

P S
T S Y T

{(¢c) raiaced oo strancex

Option A amounted to -~ was to be eliminated as a course of actiom.
top-level policy meeting, no one said this

In the osmosis of a
In my record of the meeting of November 24th, what is
T mer

FRovES

in sow many words.
specific is the summary of points (a) and (b), and the fact that the meet

simply skipped over all questions relating to Optimn A as a long-term course.

Obviously, this was not a snmap decision, or made on that day in this set of

It had been brewing for a year and more, and foreshadowed in the

‘minds.
L. Uﬁelfﬂ
negative cast of the Working Groug&itself. All the wéight of years of

thinking entered into the view that somehow the US must see this ome through --
So far as I can tell, the Pres-

in the words I used in a summary afterward.
ident never questionmed the view thus reaffirmed, so that it became a decision

v/
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early the following week. This was not the crossing of the Rubicon, hut it
) was a decision not to pull back from it.

Oné other point should be made about this vitally important
decision. I have tried to demonstrate that the option of withdrawal was
anestly presented, and as fairly argued as normal men can de. Yet any
reacder will see that in the balance of argument, totally inadequate weight
‘was given to the potential costs of trying stronger action. In this critical

-month, these costs did not seem to include any possibility that large US

ground forces would be needed, and the scope of bombing programs --— even
the toughest considered -- seemed limited in both cost and damage. Although

the best available military forecasts were used and the general sense was
that things could get tough, the picture in everyone's mind was iafinitely
short of the later reality. The rejection of withdrawal, when the costs of

A .
carrying on seemed moderate, undoubtedly carried its own immense weight of

3§ : visibly
= inertia when the costs became/greater. This is what happens in many

human enterprises. It is certainly what was foreshadowed in the November

policy review of 1964.

e o o e e i e i e T e e et i+ ®
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Defining an Eventual Bombing Prcgram and Its Relation to Negotiations

£f. Finally, the first phase discussions -- through November 24th --

served in important ways to define what kind of bombing program against

the Nofth might eventually be employed. For practicél purposes, the

"hard and fast" Option B was discarded, and Option C, the gradual program,

was adjusted and refined.

Chel

'As the Working Group had seen it, Option B called for pressure actiocns
against the North at a fairly rapia pace and without interruption, until
the full American objectives were achievad. 1If international pressures
and actions led to some form of negotiations, the U.S. would in any event
both Xeep up its military actions and adhere inflexibly to its negotiating

: P
position in any conference or other forum.

One_imme&iaée need was to refine exactly what this meant in military
terms, and in the Principals' meeting of thg 24th it had been agreed that
it must mean early air attacks on North Vietnam's principal ailr fields
to neutralize North Vietnam's small jet air strength. The whole scale
of Scuth Vietnzmese and American air effort envisaged in Novenber L1364
was fairly samll -- the merest fraction of what was eventually deployed
under latér decisions and the relentless préssure of events. All told,
the strike air power to be used even for Option B was, at this point,

planned to be on the order of 150 aircraft, with a substantial South Viet-

namese rcle using propeller-driven aircraft. The last, in particular,

o L . .
aF®mwas out of the guestion if North Vietnam used its jet fighters, and even

the US jet effort could be substantially harassed. Hence the military
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- logic of this point, as being crucial to the concept of Option B.

As airfield attacks were being'accepted as integral to this appruach,
there was a more basic decisibn. It concerned the possibility that Option

B.might also include a ground invasion of the North, not designed to cap-

ture Hanoi but rather to establish a lodgment that qu}d‘ghep‘fq;qguﬁqnq;

to pull back and make peace in the South. - Contingency plans for this
purpose had been refined, and were discussed in general térms at the meeting
of the 24th.  The consensus was quick and emphatic. Such action, however
efﬁective it might potentiélly be, ran far too great a risk of bringing
in the Chinese. Regardless of its Aactual limited purposes, it could not
be expected that Haﬁoi or Peking would interpret it as anything but a mortal
thrust. The record of that meeting is that the idea was put to one side,
as a "detachable" paft of Option B that might be reconsidered as things
moved on. In fact, the rejection turﬁed out to be lasting, guite apart
from the demise of Option B itself. .

With early airfield attacks and even without ground invasion, Option

B seemed in November of 1964 too risky General Wheeler argued that it

-was the only course that had a strong chance of achieving the full U.S.

objectives, and that the risks of war with China were_ not significant. On
both counts, his colleagues among the Principals were skeptical or in dis-
agreement. A really battered Hanoi might dig in all the harder, and as

to the Chinese one simply could not say -- except that the rapid pace alone

é%%Would make them decide under some emoticnal pressure and without time to
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take in. any messages of limited U S. intent that reached them. Such were
the arguments preseuced with special force by McNamara and supported by
Rusk, who referred specifically to the Cuba missile crisis as showing how
time to think permitted a solution. (DOD 42). Behind them, although I

' cannot recali it was ever mentioned specifrcally,‘was surely not only the
Cuban experience of success by gradual methods, but the ghost of the Yalu
debacle of 1950. If the Chinese came to think the ﬁ.S. Wéstout to destrby
Nortﬁ Vietnam, would not the situation be essentially similar to MacArthur's

advance_to'the'tcp of North Korea fourteen years before? Regardless of

Hanoi's inhibitions against seeking Chinese aid, must it not then do so?

i)

~And, in any case, how could one bhe sure?

This was surely the decisive factor,* and -- as on many other points --
the debate of November 1964 reflected a vrewpoint that was to prove lasting.
Like others, the conclusion was not a brand-new one, but rather formed
siowly over a long time. This time it was out in the open, after a day
in court.

In formal terms, the Joint Chiefs' continued advocacy of Cztion B
-~meant that it survived into the discussions and papers that‘followed'Am—
~—bassador Teylor's return on November 26th. _In this respect, it was un-

like Option A, which: had no such institutional support; The reprieve,

however, was short, and the outcome never in doubt. A terse summary of

* A desire to avoid early negctiations coming about under B had nothing

to do with the rejection of B, contrary to the Pentagon Papers. (PP, P.
326.) On the contrary, Option B was all along toucher than any version of

Option C concerning every aspect of negotiztiens.
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?he Joint Chiefs' view appeared in the November 29th draft Position Paper,
deéigned for the President, but was deleted on November 30th from the
versionvtﬁat actually went to the'President4that night.**

Was the President thus depri&ed by his A@visors-of the chance to
‘consider and'judge the matter for himself?. I doubt it very much. Aithough
he had not participated in the formal meetings of the previous week, he
must have known of this crucial consensus among his-adviséré. There is
ever? evidence, then and later, that he shared completely its two central

points: . (1) no bombing program in the North should be such as to run sig-

nificant risks of bringing in China, which in turn meant tha% it must not

@

&

-appear to threaten North Vietnam's existence; and (2) a hard and sharp
program, as of 1964-65 at any rate, was .above the accgptable level of risk.
Thus, it came td be completely accepted that the military elements
of any bémbing program would be gradual in character. As I have just noted,

the planned weight of the whole effort -- while substantial -- was on a
scale far below what was eventually doné.

Apart from the pace and weight of bombing the North, therc wrs one
“important military element in Option C which was proposed, discussed fairly
fully; and in the end rejected. This was the immediate introduction of a

substantial ground £6rce combat unit, roughly'of division size, into the

northern part of South Vietnam.

%% * See Pentagon Papers, p. 378.
2 .
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The idea of making such a deployment came, I think, originélly
from Walt Rostow in the State Department Policy Planning Council. Viewing
a strong demonstration of U.S. will as the crucial factor, Rostow argued

in memoranda to Rusk and McNamara during November for large deplcyments

" to the Pacific, a semi-ultimatum to Hanoi, and then sending ground forces

to SVN to show that the U.S. was prepared to meet whatever North Vietnam

(or China) might do by way of sending ground forces into the South in res-
ponse to the bombing of the North. Concededly, there did not seem to be

a military need for such a force at this stage, nor was it argued that

Hanol was about to pour down its organized divisions. (As of early De-

cember, organized North Vietnamese military units had not yet been detectead.

Ve

The case was primarily one of psychological effect, to deter and face down

the North and thus potentially to wind things up without ever having to do

much more on the ground. (Refer to Hilsman, in March 1965 hearings.)

A second purpose, less strongly argued but with some appeal, was that
it might serve as a vehicle to bring in the cooperative SEATO countries
who might in~lude éustralia, New Zealand, the UK, Thailand, and the ?hi—
lippines.*

In the Working Group, the proposal was taken seriously, and spelled
out at some length, with its pros and cons, in the papers that weht to
the Principals on the 24th. There it me£ a miﬁed reception, as did the

more strictly military .proposal, backed by the Chiefs, to send security

troops to the main airfields in SVN at Danang and Bien Hoa.

* Thomson idea that 1t would serve as a bargianing lever?
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--In ﬁhe end, through diécussions_that I do not have retordedv the
idea died away. Although it kept coming up into Decembér, it was for
practical purposes shelved by December 19th. I believe the reason was
that any deployment of ground forces on the scale of a division would
seem to herald a true land war in Asia -- é prospect that seemed- in fact
remote at this point, and likely to -have a very negative effect on the
American public. Only demonstrated military need could sﬁpéort such a
drastic step. |

The main focus of debate concerning Option C turned, however, on
its negotiating elements, which in turn related directly to the degree
of firmness with whiclh the whole course would be pursued. Here, the Joint
Chiefs on November 23 had presented a paper crféicizing the existing
Option C sharply, and proposing an "bption C-prime" - still their second
.éhoice only after the clear-cut Option»B - that was militarily gradual.
but tough on negotiatiohs. Others caﬁe to share at least pért of this

view, so that the concept of Option C was significantly modified in a

- more unyielding direction.

To understand exactly what the change meant, and its limits, it
is neéesséry'to look first at the analysis of negotiating possibilities
and positions that entered into the Working Group papers. This part of

the work was done, in the first instance, by Robert Johnson pf the Policy

~ Planning Council. By my decision, his analysis was not kept and expanded

%%%as a separate section of the Report, but rather dispersed and apbreviated
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into other sections of a more tactical nature. The result was unfortunate,

certainly for historcial reconstruction and quite possibly for clarity of

thought at the time.

' Wﬁat‘Robert Johnson envisaged as the American negotiating position
was, in the terms and climate of 1964, fortﬁcoming and imaginative -- well
ahead in key respects of almost anything that was appearing in American
public comment at the time. (Citations.)} He analyzéd inxdétail the key'
provisions of the 1954 Accords -- Wwhich ones could be kept and which would
require.re—working -- and gave a realistic assessment of the problem of
enforcing any cease-fire .and of ascertaining and proving the withdrawal
of elements intrcduced from North Vietnam. As areas of possible compromise,
he singled out the nature and locpholes of supéivisory arrangements for

cease-fire and withdrawal, the gquestion of free elections in South Vietnam

including permission for the NLF to operate as a legitimate political

party, and political consultations between North and South Vietnam. (Check
Pre-? file.)
What neither he nor anvone else involved in the Working Guour exercise

envisaged was the kind of basic "compromise" that would accept either the

‘North Vietnamese desire for coalition in the South or the French idea for

neutralization of Indochina. Implicitly, both were caﬁegorically rejected
as amounting, in effect, to giving up ﬁhe'independence of South Vietnam.
Thié might come about by events, but not by active USinegotiation.

Thus, the Working Group cffered the Principals only thin gruel'as the

diet of négotiations; if and when they were entered into. There was a

~
N.
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little "give" in terms of‘accompénying supervision, but hardly any to be
fofeéeentbn the fundimental points of assuring Hanoi's effective withdrawal
and arranéements under which the South could survive. Between terms that
amounted, if not to Hanoi's surrender, at least to its giving up for a
' long time the effort to get control cf the.South, and terms from Hanoi

that seemed to assure such control -- was there a middle gréund? Not that
anyone in the American policy circle could see in 1964.% :*

' How then could the war end? -The thin wedge of hope in the Working
Group's presentation of Option C was that Hanoi ﬁight, either in negotia-

tion or tacitly, agree to let.up in the military effort in the South --

2

e

meaning a reduction or ending of suppdrt from the North and orders to the
VC to go underground, as in 1954. This would not be a lasting settlement,
but would give the South a respite in which to find itself.

) Toward thié modest goal, the original tactical outline of Option C
célled.for "indicating from the outset a willingness to negotiate in an
affirmative seﬁse, accepting the possibility that we might not achieve
our full objectives.” Thus, some form of communication with H=2noi or

- -Peking went right alongside the series of -graduated military moves, first
.in Laos and then against North Vietnam itsé;f. Most specifically, the
analysis looked favorably on some sort of truncated Geneva Conference group -
drawing to this extent on.Ball's scenario for "pull-out" negotiations.

Thus, the Option C developed by the Working Group -- while it envisaged a

: «5-%._

% Refer to later text.

~
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full range of ultimate military pressures against the North -- proposed

to use these, not only more gradualiy then Option B, but much less im-
placably. This was carried to the point of being prepared to drop actions
against the North altogether if a negotiating situaticn came about.

In the action debate of late November, this strategy came to be known

within the policy circle as the "soft C." ' As McNaughton and I, its chief
authors, admitted readily, its prospects for achieving a ‘tastingly inde-
pendent South Vietnam were not great. It fitted more with keeping U.S.
i;volvement and risks dowﬁ, and with the fallback objéctives of buying
time in Asia and showing Asians that the U.S. would go to some lengths
to support a commitﬁent despite local weakness.

Others besides the Joint Chiefs found this concept and strategy too

little to settle-for. My notes show McGeorge Bundy on the 24th speaking

‘of a firmer way of conducting Option C, while Secretary Rusk thought that

early American initiatives for a confefénce'would have sefious adverse
effects on South Vietnamese morale. The Principals judged that a combina-
tion of military pressures and negotieting feelers could Se conducted
"under the klieg lights of a democracy" -- as my framed question put it --
but most of them, in the course of the debate, came to feel that a pattern
of military pressure had to be truly established before there was any

chance that Hanoi would be disposed to do anything meaningful in negotia-

tions. Moreover, the set of the discussion was more inclined to the view

%%ithat military actions against the North could not simply stop with the
2 » ] .

opening of negotiationus.
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Thus there emerged a harder concept of the gradual bombing - program's
‘ negotiating aspects, even before Taylor's return. . His own view was then
strongly expressed -- that there should not be negotiations until North

Vietnam was "hurting" -- and this, in my recollectlon, cllnched the cc

sensus. Taylor also thought the terms for stopping bombwng shoqu be

it

G.;’;-*
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Chapter 19: HALF X DECISION
a. With the return of Ambassador Taylor, there ensued

between November 27 and November 30 a further series of ‘
meetings without the President. -He then presidéd at decisive
meetings on December 1-3. From broad assessments and alterna-
tives, the-debate at this stage shifted tc action problems.

‘At Taylor's particular urginé, the President decided
to take the gamble of trying ggmbrihgvab5u£4a reéi iﬁpf&vement
in South Vietnamese political cohesion by, in effect,<offerin§
the "carrot" of stronger US military support if Saigon pulled
itself together. With this decision went the first discussion
of whether a bombing program coula be justified as a last
resort, even if thé govérnmeht did not beccme more cohesive.

Accordingly, the final decision was to proceed for
a period of thirty days with a slightly stronger military
program, while trying the effect of the "carroﬁ" and also
seeking to bring friendly countries t5 take more action. Then,
tentatively, there would be a transition to the gradual and
systematic program of military pressure against the North.
It was < ;:lf—decision; the later phasé was not firmly de-
cided, and coula in the end have been rejected. - Yet the in-

tervening steps were bound to force the issue one way or the

other.
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¥ *  Ambassador Tavlor's Position

b. all through the November review, Ambassador Taylor
had been kept generally posted, and submitted a series of
- ~cables givinq hié broad views. On November (l9£h), Michael
‘Forrestal was dispatched with a full set of the Working Groué
pgpers, sé that Taylor had a thorough chancé to review these
%4 and to .get from Forrestal the "feel" of Washington thinking
‘before his departure on November 25.
Thus, Taylor's memorandum of November 27 (reproduced in

part in the Pentagon Papers, Document 87, pp. 370-373), was

a complete statement of what he thought and what he considered

had to be done.

e '~ Taylor's review of the situation reads today as perhaps

S
e
B2

&

the bluntest high-level appraisal in the whole story of Ameri-

I

can policy in Vietnam. It found a~"mounting feeling of war-
weariness aﬁd hopelessness,” particulariy in the urban areas
of South Vie£nam. Taylor noted that "there seems to be a
nétional'attribute which makes for factionalism and limits
éhe development of a truly national spirit.”

Yet, on the other side, the Viet Cong had shown "ar
amaging ability to maintain morale," and extraordinary re-
cuperative péwers in the face of heavy losses. Not attempt-

~ing to weiq? the underlying reasons for this Viet Cong tough-
ness f:;;s;logy, belief in a nationalist Eause, organization

and indoctrination - Taylor focussed on the gquestion of supp-

ort from the North. His analysis.concluded:
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"Undoubtedly one.cause for the growing strength of
the Viet-Cong is the in¢reased direction and support of
their campaign by the government of North Viet-Nam. This
direction and support take the form of endless radioed

. orders and instructions, and the continuous dispatch to
South Viei-Nam of trained cadre and military equipment

- over infiltration routes by land and by water. While
in the aggragate, this contribution to -the guerrilla
campaign over the years must represent a serious drain
on the resources of the DRV, that government shows no
sign of relaxing its support of the Viet-Cong. 1In fact,
the evidence points to an increased contribution over

’ the last year, a plausible development, since one would

expect the DRV to press hard to exploit the obvious in-
ternal weaknesses in the south.

If, as the evidence shows; we are playing a losing
game in South Viet-Nam, it is high time we change and .
find a better way. To change the situation, it is quite
clear that we need to do three things: first, establish
an adequate government in SVN; second, improve the con-
duct of the counter-insurgency campaign; and finally,
persuade or force the DRV to stop its aid to the Viet-
Cong and to use its directive powers to make the Viet-
Cong desist from their efforts to overthrow the govern-
ment of South Viet-Nam."* 4

Taylor‘theﬁ went at great length into ways to strengthen
themSaigon Government and improve pacification. Since a
strengthened government was fundamental to improvement on any
front, particularly to pacification, he stressed the idea of
informing Huong and Khanh of the stronger actions the US was
considering, working out cooperative arrangements, and seeing
if this did not improve their performance.** His conclusions

added up to doing all that could be done for the best, while

" thinking of what to do if the worst occurred:

"It seems perfectly clear that we must work to the
maximum to make something out of the present. Huong

* Pentagon Papers, p. 372

** These passages are omitted from the Pentagon Papers.
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. government or any successor thereto. While doing so, we
must be thinking constantly of what we would do if our
efforts are unsuccessful and the govermment collapses,
Concurrently, we should stay on the present in-country

. program, intensifying it as possible in proportion to the
. - current capabilities of the government. To bolster the
" local moraie and restrain the Viet-Cong during this period,
- we should step up the 34-A operations, engage in bombing
attacks and armed recce/If ‘thée Taoctian corridor and under-
take reprisal bombing as required. It will be important
that United States forces take part in the Laotian opera-
tions in order to demonstrate to South Viet-Nam our will-
ingness to share in the risks of attacking the North.

If this course of action is inadequate, and the gov-
ernment falls then we must start over again or try a new
approach. At this moment, it is premature to say exactly
what these new measures should be. In anv_case, we should
be prepared for emergendgy military action_against._the
North if only to shore up a collapsing situation. (!7#srcs EJQGA)

If, on the other hand, as we hope, the government
maintains and proves itself, then we should be prepared
to embark on a methodical program of mounting air attacks
in order to accomplish our pressure objectives vis-a-vis
the DRV and at the same time do our best to improve in-
country pacification program.. We will leave negotiation
initiatives to Hanoi. Throughout this period, our guard
must be up in the Western Pacific, ready for any reac-
tion by the DRV or of Red China."*

Finally, Tavlor's last paragraph:suggested three princi-
ples to which the US should adhere whatever the course of events:

"a. Do not enter into negoﬁiations until the DRV is
hurting.

b. Never let the DRV gain a victory in South Viet-Nam
without having paid a disproportionate price.

‘c. Xeep the GVN in the forefront of the campaign and
the negotiations."**

* Pentagon. Papers, p. 373

** Omitted from the Pentagon Papers version
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~ These three "principles" call for some comment. The

first remained Taylor's firm position and became of course

central to later decisions concerning bombing halts and ne-

gotiating initiatives. The idea of exacting a "dispropor-'

tionate price" from North Vietnam, on the other hand, was not

. r",_&n'h’ ITS IMPLIe T e OF Deffar
one that took rooEAin the policy processy . Nor, unfortunately,

did it prove to be possible to keep the éouthAVietnamese "in
'the forefront" in the key areas of the war.

The Taylor memorandum was not inconsistent in any signifi-
cant respect with the laborious work of the Working Group.
Iq effect, the two reinforced each other, with the Taylor
paper being more persénal and direct, and far more thorough
on the immediate poiitiéal need in Saigon. AIt went at once
to the President in Texas, and perhaps more than any of the
Washington papers set the basis for the'Presideﬂt’s decisions
of December lst and 3rd. As always,'the President gave the

views of the "man on the spot" great weight.

Framing an Immediate Course of Action

c. Taylor landed in Washington on Thanksgiving Day, the
26th, and his paper was distributed in the afterncon of wuatl
my calendar laconically notes as a "working day." Hardly cal-

culated to excite a holiday spirit, it did at once pull to-

" gether everyone's thoughts and set the state for getting on

to action recommendations.
Late Friday morning, the Principals -- now calling them-
selves an Executive Committee, or "ENCOM," -- had a full

meeting with Taylor. Present were Rusk, McNamara,
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McCone, Wheeler, McGeorge Bundy, McNaughton, Forrestal, and
myself.* After TAylor had-led off with a suﬁmary of his
paper, Rusk at once plunged the discussion into the topic
‘which the Princivals had only skirted until they had a first-
- ‘hand'report from the man in.charge on‘the sgét: what could
be-doﬁe to achieve Taylor's own first‘objective, getting the
Saigon government to perform better?
’ Taylor thought he must have a strong message to take
back, combining US resolve and readiness to act with a real
"fight talk"” and specific test measures to be carried out.
The tone should be tough, but not threatening: to say that
the US weould "withdra& unless" the specific improvements were

made would be "quiﬁe a gamble." But, with the right message

e

Taylor did_ think some improvement could be achieved, slowly
and over a substantial pericd. It was at most a glimmer of
light.**

ANOTED :

At this point, Taylor%dig:essed:ic:;epOﬁxuag—éhe-g;@up
that General Westmoreland had sent a detailed report on the
state of the South Vietnamese aremd forces. Believing there
was hope for real improvement in the coming months, WestiiL.e

land's policy view was that the US should wait another six

months before taking action against the North. This Taylor

* Ball's departure on MLF business (?) must have been over the
ArlL oN weekend, so that he did not come in at 2ll in the following
f7? week. My notes indicate that he was present on the 28th, but
" on the 30th word came that I was to go with Rusk to the White
fﬁ% House on 12/1, but not Harriman or Forrestal. This would
indicate that Harriman was to some extent in the play, but
that Ball was out of town. All were primed, and the opening
. discussion went to the heart of things.

** Refer back to similar problem in 1961. Is there an answer?
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emphatically did not accept, and agreed with the conclusion
the Principals had already reached -- that eiisting policy,

without more, would mean collapse in a much shorter period.

‘Some attacks on the North, along the lines of the early stages

‘of Option C, had to be started.soon.

At this point, McNamara raised a.gut qﬁestion. He was
doubtful that the military situation would improve, contrary
to Taylor's hopes, and extremely pessimistic that the politi-
cal side would. We could give it a try, but if things did

not get better, would we nonetheless be justified in undertaking

an Option‘C program? McNamara's own answer was that we would.
Taylor indicated agreement saying that even in this desperate
case really strong Amerwcan action should Dull the South
Vietnamese_together for a while, though perhaps not enough
to win through.® McNamara said at least it would buy time,
perhaps measured in years.

The exchange was an electric one. The idea of a last
gasp effort -- the "pulmotor” treatment as Taylcr now called
it =-- had now been judged conceivable. Drafted into the
papers for the following week, it was removed before they :
‘ (RorR ALY As *
went to the President3 60 nvpotaetlcal for present decision,
Tors,
axt was the strongest mention to that point of the case that,

-more and more, presented itself in the following two months.

* Pentagon Papers, p. 374, bottom line, shows the relevant
clause in the November 29th draft paper by me. It lists among
the contingencies that might lead to a systematic bombing
program the following: "or if the GVN can only be kept going
by stronger action."” The italics in that paper show that

the clause was deleted from the f£inal version.
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But this is jumping ahead of the story. At the meeting,

the discussion then turned- to Taylor's outline of a two-stage

course of action. In the first stage, to last for a month

or two, the US would expand its military actions somewhat and

be prepared for vigorous reprisal actions. In the second, the

-

US would move through a transitional st%%e to a systematic

but gradual program of bombing and other military pressures.

In effect, it would be Option A-plus for the timé‘béinéj-and

. 1A CENTRA M :
then Option C. e

point, however, was that as
a part of the first phase the South Vietnamese government
would be told of US readiness to.move‘to the second -- as an
inducement tc them to pull together and lay the necessary

foundation.

This was the concept Taylor speiled out. As the meeting

oy

ot

e s

broke up, I was ordered to do a full outline of t eps

. The

t

and prcblems that might be involved in carrying it ou
Principals met again on the 28th to réview an outline and
give morc detailed guidance, I drafted with McNaughton and
Forrestal on the 29th, there was an intense review meeting

on Monday_the 30th, and that evening the final paper went tq

the .President to become the basis for his decisions on December

1 and 3.
This final phase of staff work and debate is impossible
to nail down or describe with precision: almost certainly,

many of the key changes made before the President formally

saw the paper were in fact the result of his guidance, conveyed

however,

through Rusk, McNamara, or McGeorge Bundy. Take,
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some of the highlights:*

.l. American objectives were somewhat differently
defined, putting first- the removél of North Vietnam's
supoort and direction frém SVN, and "to the extent pos-

" sible" Hanoi's cooperation in ending VC“operations.

- Moreover, objectives beyond Vietnam were broadened to
cover Kot only Laos but "the»securify of other non-
Communist nations in Southeast Asia." It was, I think,
the most realistic statement of thevoeriod, of a limited
objective in SYN itself but alsu a crucial concern for
SEA as a whole.**

2. .In addition to a tough reprisal policy, the expanded
actions of the firﬁt phase included addea US air strikes

in Laos, on an "armed reconnaissance"” basis. This was
= N e

the basis -- for practical purposes bombing of military
, L prras T .
targets at will -- that had‘@eﬁgﬁé&‘tbe "Yankee Tean
. 1

flights conducted in the central.area of Laos since May
_to assist Souvanna's forces. The new flights, however,
were to be in the corridor areas, thus aimed more spe-

cifically at North Vietnamese infiltration into Soulh

. Vietnam.
‘3. The keystone of the first phase -- called a 3C-day
Action Program -- was the message to be conveyed in sub-

stance by Tavlor to all the leaders and key groups in
the GVN. This offered, in essence, the prosvect of

. tougher US action if the GVN improved.
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* The full text of mv November 29th draft will be found in
the Pentagon Pavers, pp. 373-378, with changes worked out
on November 30th. The text. is in minor respects incomplete,
but almost wholly accurate.

** TIncidentally. the wording omitted the requirement that an
"independent SVN also be "non-Communist"” (NSAM 288 of March.)
Not much of a change perhaps, but it does reflect some dilu-
tion of ideological emphasis.



19-10
9/13/71

4. In the concept, the second phase was a graduated pto-
gram of military action.against the North - Option C
of November without the label.* For this, the paper

read, the US "is prepared -- at a time to be determined”.

- 5. The second phase was a firm oR "hard" Option C pro-

s

éram in its relation to negotiations: ". . . the U.S.
would be alert to any sign of yielding by Hanoi and would

be prepared to explore negotiated solutions that attain

) . , @ﬁﬂLv)'
U.S. objectives in an acceptable manner."** Nbxlnltla—

tives of "give" here.
/,"?L‘-Z,ﬁ.":’: WA TT A& j
6. PFor the first time,{;%e_ac:ampanyim -:H}Umﬁ(;{ 22 -

Led—£far—-a major effort to inform and get suoport from

*

key allies. In addition to Laos and Thailand, the UK,

i
i

Australia, New Zealand, and the Phillipines -- all the
members of SEATO, in short, save France and Pakistan --
were to be told of US general intentions and asked to
step up their contributions. It may seem extraordinary

. that this had never been done systematically in all thse

* As the Pentagon Papers show (p. Y, the JCS advocacy
of Option B survived tnrough the November 29th draft, but
was deleted on November 30th and thus never formally pre-

sented to the President.

** Pentagon Papers, p. 375.
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crises and semi-crises of 1964. The change was emefng T/
measure of the degree to which the December 1964 de-
cisions differed from those earlier periods.
" 7.. Also, a new effort was cranked up to get more sup-
- . ‘port’for SVN from the so-called Athird.countries," tﬁat
. is)all interested and sympathetié countries whether or
not allied or in any sense committea. This effort,

. . / Perixs e .
not covered in thezgﬁiﬁc%fﬁsaaeﬁzof the Working Group,

was always to the fore at times of actual decision from

this point on. The President felt stronglyv about it,

anéd all agreed that it was important to do as much as

. dawd)

p0551ble£XfThereim;y also have been an e;ement of pres-

i sure from some Senators on whose judgment the President
especially relied. p
8. A whole series of actions was initially‘envisaged
to ihfo:m the public and Congreés on key points. The
main heading was the surfacing of the new and increased
estimates and evidence of infiltration, through an early

published paper. There was also proposed an early

oy

Presidential speech. However, by December 1lst botl
. HAD . . . e
- ideas and been put aside for the time being. In effect,
the publicity for the new program boiled down to a White
House statement on December lst, and to guiet consultation

with key Congressional leaders. * (FN - Any record

available?)
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- 9. At cne point, the Principals had thought in terms
. CA FewMAL  PLAN FiR f_C_,./ff:_/:E,g/\
o_&“§é§§ﬁg‘meefiﬁ§3 Ot eir group, as an Executive Com-
mittee or EXCOM. This- idea was, however, dropped on
‘ November 30th, I am sure on the President's wish. Per-
“haps he thought that any labels tended to attract atten-

tion and disturb privacy, perhaps he thought an EXCOM

én constant watch built up too much of a crisis atmos-

. N .'5;-')

phere, or perhaps he wished[%g?—level meetings without
his présence to be used sparinglv and not-to become a
habit. All three points could hLave had some reasén,
especially the last. (Refer to Acheson Passage.) At
any rate, the decision was to be a lasting one -- EXCOMS
for any purposé ncver thereafter fiqured'in the Johnson

Administration. Even in the President's periods of

absence from Washington, meetings of his senior advisors

were rare —-- although there were a few in this same December

1964 pe?iod.

With these changes —-- some of real significance, others
less so -- the Position Paper, as it was called, was fleshed
out with a number of documents. Military projeétions we_e
draﬁn up by McNaughton and approved by McNamara, to show air

deployments, possible bombing targets and their order, and

_contingency action in worst cases. Discounting the delusive

exactitude beloved of planners, these did represent the best

thinking available, as well as an impressive array of facts on

available forces. They were never approved, or seriously dis-
cussed, although it was anticipated that they would be looked

at again in mid-December.
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The key document for decision, however, was the message
that Taylor might take to the leaders in Saigon. This was the

focus of the hardest work, and of the President's major atten-

-~

tion.

The President Decides

d. On the>morning of Tuesday, December 1, the President
fhimself met with the full group of senior advisors, except
only for George Ball who had gone to Europe on MLF business.
&=. On this occasion, the wmewiy=cTer=eed Vice Presiden%ﬁﬁZLugk—
Hubert Humphrey, was also present.. The meetind éevoted little
time to the concept stated in the draft Position Paper. I

= believe the significaﬁcé of this is simply that the President
had already seen it and reviewed it privately with cne of two
others: tgrough this Paper, embodving tﬁé whole process of
the previous 4=w weeks, he had already decided, for all prac-
tical purposes, on the basic course of action he would pur-
sue. In effect, the Position Paper became a statement of
general intent, while the President focussed on what Ambass-
ador Tavlor c5uld tell him, and what he in turn should in-
struct Ambassador Taylor to do in Saigon.

My vivid recollection from the meeting is of the Presi-
dent going back and back over the political situation in
Saigon, trying to feel his way into:its éﬁréngeness, as he
had done over the. years for countless.Americén loéal political
2 ) problems.' Whom do you talk to? What are the focal points with
some influence? Were the Communists behind the trouble?

(Answer: thev were using it, but probably not directly involved.)
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What could we do to get people to work together? And the ulti-
!ls/,“‘_"("\)} - .

mate reawe(of frustration: could we not say we just could

not go on? Taylor, as before, thought that any threat of

wit@fﬁrawal would hurt rather than help, and that the most that

could be.said was that American aid was being promised cnly

to the present Huong government, ~=—ihichwacs-—aerecad,

‘Then the President bore down hard on the specifics for
*South Vietnamese action -that Taylor had propdsed in the ﬁessage.
As so often, much of the discussion was on such small but, at
the time, important points -- looking for the nail fhat would
bring shoe, horse, and rider together.

Above all, the President laid it down flatl? that he would
never consider stronger action against the North unless he was
sure that the U.S. had done everyéhing it'could to help in

the South. In effect, the President as much as put it up to

Ambassador Tavlor -- "if you want this bombing program you have
urged, you must get the Saigon political leaders~igto shape."
t always frustrated the President especially -- master pleader

thae he himself had always been in groups potentially divided

or at eachn ueher‘s throats -- to try to plead through other

men, and on a poll lcal terrain he did not personally know.

In this case, he left no doubt that Taylor should use every pos-
'sible argument, in small groups or large, whatever would do the
trick. The President tended, as—here, te<pﬁt a man on the spot;

and to impart a personal element to instructions. Even when

dealingeﬁith a totally experienced and distinguished man like
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Taylor, the method may not be the best way to ?roduce balanced
performance. . |

The oral discussion of December lst was reflected, some-
times almost verbatim, in long and careful instfuctions to-
Taylbf, re-drafted after December lst and approvéd by the Presi-

dent on December 3rd. In its final form, this'document laid it

down in blunt terms that bombing of the North would not end

the war in itself, but could only be an im?ortanﬁvcoﬁtfibutory

factsr. Thus, Sﬁshzactionwbeingmeontﬁ$butgxymandmnQtncentnak;
"we should not incur the risks which are inherent in such an
expansion of hostilities until there is a government in Saigon
capable of handling the serious pfobiems involved in such an
expansion and of ekpléiﬁing the favorable effects which may be

anticipated from an end of support and direction by North

Vietnam."*

"

Note that there was no mention of the "last gasp" or
"pulmotor” case to which Taylor and MéNamara had referred in
the discussion, without the President, on November 30th. So
far as I know, this case was not discussed with him -- or if
it was, i* was summarily dismissed as too "iffy" and perhaps
alsg too pessimistic. The Praﬁ;hent's instinct would always
have been: "Don't think of worst cases. 'Get on with things,

and then they won't happen.” He hac not approached the bridge

that NcNamara and others of us were by now half-across.

* My early December papers, "Instructions to the Field," p. 1,
TS
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Viewing the stréhgthening of the Saiéon government as by
far the most critical faétér/ the great bulk of the Pfesidenf's
message, through Taylor, concerned arguments tohbe used, and
a léng list of specific actions which thz South Vietnamese
could take to firm things up. In fhese, there was something
of a "fight talk" flavor; but also a considerable number of
specific ar@@% of weakness which Taylor”juégéd were possible
of improvement. '

. As the Saigon government worked toward greaterfeffective—
ness in these and dther ways, the message said that the US
was prepared tb strike harder in ﬁaos and, Ehrough the South
Vietnamese covertlope;ations, againétuézgégavietnam. In addi-
tion, the message proposed tﬁat both South Vietnam and the
United States should be ready to execute prompt reprisals for
any unusual- hostile action. This was the firs; phase designed
to warn North Vietnam. In itself, it differed only siightly -
principally through the added US strikes in Laos -- from the
program that had been decided within the American government
and ther essentially aborﬁed in September and October. The
express statement of a reprisal poliCy1to the Saigon government,
wés; however, new.

The really crucial part of the President's message was .

the statement that the US was "prepared to consider" a second

phase of direct military pressure on Hanoi, to be carried

h
th

out after. the Saigon government had shown itsel irmly in con-
trol. The second phase was described as "direct military

pressure on North Vietnam," with specific reference to where
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attacks in which US férceé would participétg in support of
South Vietnamese air foréeé, under plans to be worked.out

at once. It was emphasized that the initiation of joint plan-
ning did not mean that the US was committed to any form of
execution,of the plans, and,~further, that the duration of

the first phase was left-completely open, being defined only

as the time required for the Saigon géve;nment to show itself

in control and enlisting wider support. Thus, the-BO-day period

for the first phase, contained in the Position Papef presented

to the President on December 1, was not carried over into the

%
’ AT AU TH e /u S TIN ,ft},t\;‘,‘i
action message to the Saigon leaders, pe*w—«»ﬂ%qva~*ha—aﬂc-taen
bav s ALrRE D By TH¢e /?05/\;,4-— an J(cr,u,g: 7 NG ANE ﬁ«_,,,c,vf >, THE
EaDef:ft3e¢§:EES:§€k@¥m*QImﬁml¥waEQx9¥°C et E e R BB e SEgGe Rt
39 2avs way Iy ~= s/nvel MO Blersmmad  HRDd BIfas mMARL or TWE
lnzggy:SEﬁSé:denldaﬁtcntsucnzanﬂwnterva&wpftgﬁ~@améec&51on
SEcop> FPRESE 1t AMNY  LASE, )
onaihe’seconm»nhaSe. . -

Nonethelesé,'the presentafion to the South Vietnamese
leadership of a US intent to start systematic bombing of the
North was a major step. However carefully hedged and surroun-
ded by exhortation, this was much further than the United
States bad ever gone in the direction of committing itself
to taking part in actions against the North. It is thus as
efrdneous to say that the December decision amounted to nothing
more than that of early September * as it would be to contend
that it amounted to any US committment to start bombing in the

North or any internal Presidential decision to do so.

* The author orf this volume of the Pentagon Pavers reaches
this conclusion. (C/favvay)
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First Stepos Under the Decisions

e. At the close of'tﬁé meeting of December 1, a formal
_White House statement was issued. This was deliberately of
a véry'general character,lintended,to convey a firm basic
posture Bgt little more. It said simply. that the President
had instructed Ambassador Taylor "to consult ufgently with the

South Vietnamese Government as to measures that should be taken

.

to improve the situation in all its éspéctg." Tﬁe conéiuding
paragraph also "reaffirmed the basic US policy of providing

all possikle and useful assistance to the South Vietnamese
people and government in their strﬁggle to defeat the exter-
nally supported insurgency and agéression being directed against

them." Finally, there was a cryptic sentence invoking the
. . [ INTEMD LD 7}3J . )
Tonkin Gulf Resclution A~ 3pi= :+1ﬂg% suggesting that

P
e

X

JTlhe . &f T A% cersiviant .
&8s reprisal pOllC%/W&& row 1in tull force and that its broader
A

authorizations were still very much in mind. fhis, at least,
’ A FE s !
was what Hanoli was meant to read into it, and wha?xdlscerning
American newspapers saw (check) -- even though none of the
specifics of the actual or contingent decisions had been made
known. |
- The mood of the release had been designed to be somber.

A special touch was added inadvertently whén members of the.
press, invited at the end of the meeting to take pictuxes,

were able to overhear Secretary McNamara advising the Presi-

dent that Ambassador Tavlor should not give a press interview:
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"If ghese_peoplé talk to Max, they will think the situation
has gone to hell." (Check).. *

To complete the picture of what was said to the p&b%éé

wand—éhe§Congress would require a rgcord of the personal con-

versations between the President and Congressional leaders in

-

the succeeding days and weeks. Plans for formal Congfessional

meetings or briefings had been considered, but were laid aside,

‘”Ed tﬁé& Ehé_ﬁanaiiﬁéwgffgﬁé—Cgﬁgfesg feil_airecti§ on the

President and his staff. This was a pattern that became char-
acteristic from this point forward, so that neither as parti-
cipant nor historian can I throw as much light as I would wish

on a subject later to become so fiercelv controversial.

INF AT A M o
So much for t TE i43€ steps taken after the dEC%SlOHS
: \ ZO; Tée  Brrw pr yira  LPAAZCIad]
of December 1-3. Thexx executlo%;folLOWea swiftly, so that
I \ ’

all essentigl elements of the 30-day Action Program had been
accomplished or set under way by December 15.

Of these, four were of greatest siqnificance -— the
message for South Vietnamese political'leaders, the consulta-
tions with key interested governménts, the initiation of the
American bombing attacks agains. *he infiltration trails in
Laos, and a renewed Canadian visit to Hanoi.

Taylor's conversations in Saigon carried out to the full
the President's‘basic instruction to "get,thé message across
to everyone." He met first Qith'Presidént Suu, Prime Minister
Huong, and General Khanh as commander of the armed forces,
;nd fhenlin separate groups with the senior civilians and top

military men. It wss the only wav to reach a political

* Add here date and specifics of 100,000 more men. Cooper, 250.
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4 structure'in which effective power was so widely shared or
contended for. At the same time, the numbers and formality
in%qlved undoubtedly had two clear drawbacks: first the
criticai personal position of Prime Minister Huong can
hardly ha¥ve been strengthened by thé bringing in of so many
others and by,what amounted to American lecturing that he
—should be supported. - Althougﬁ?the wogds were designéd<to oo e
strengthen Huong's position, the process can hardly have had
that effect.
Seéond, the géééggs put the United States even more

totally in the limelight than before,.and was undoubtedly

somewhat wounding to South Vietnamese pride, both :=personal

T

.

A

- and national. As so often before and after this occasicn,
it seemedyzhat the United States had all %he disadvantages
of taking charge, with none of.the advantéges or favorable
effects of doing so.

However, all this was below the surface. Whether they
felt they were being treated as schoolboys or not, or whether
they felt that such treatment, <veu if true, was nonetheless
dgserved (asva few intimated) the South Vietnamese leaders
rea;ted‘on the surface in a correct and forthcoming way.
Both Huong and Khanh gave assurances along the lines that
Taylor requested, and on December 11 Huong issued an SVN

Government statement which, without referring to US urgings,

announced a number of measures from the agreed list. Thus,

the first steps in Saigon appeared to go unreasonably satis-

factorily.
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£ ) . The consultations with key governments also proceeded
rapidly. On December 4 and 5, I covered the President's think-
ing in all its significant aspects, including the possible

- - "second phase," in careful conversations with the Ambassadors
"of Austfalia and New Zealand, Keithiwaller and George Laking-
:eSpectivély. Both were extraordinarily acﬁte and able men,
who in the ensuing years earned the deep’ trust of their own
‘governments and of everyone in Washington. In this case,
the first when we had really spelled out a possible program
of considered stronger action, the raports down under must
have been very full. The reply from Canbegfa expressed com-
pléte understanding, while that from Wellington was a most
B thoughtful paper pdinéihg to the difficulties that might
arise, mentioning the possibility of failure through a South

~—— Y

Vietnamese collapse that no wider action could affect, but
indicating general support in the diffiéult times ahead.

In the éame category as the Australians and New Zealan-
dérs, the British were given the full picture at the top
level of gesponsibility, through the visit of Prime Minister
Wilson on December 7-9. He too was told of the first ard
c0n§emplated second phases, and the matter was gone into

—a £5)

. 7 f 3 Wi ‘V:- & » Y
in greater detail with members c¢f his party} In these &E%ter

_conversations the guestion was pursued of a possible British
role in the initiation of negotiations. The British, not

surprisingly, made clear how important they believed their

role as co-chairman of the Geneva Conferences of 1954 and
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1962 could be. With the greatest frankness, l#e discussed the

kinds of pressures that might arise if and when a program of
bombing in the North was stafted, and at what point the British
Amigpt seek to go intéiactioh with the Soviet Union, as the
_othe;‘cé-chairwan, in order to convene a conference or at-any
rate to arrange consultatioﬁs among‘the major interested nations.
These were important initial explorations of what was to become
a crucial subject.

One other point about the British talks deserves mention.
As with the Australians and New Zealanders, thé possibility
of some ground force introduction, on a mu;ti—lateral basis,
was, I beiievg, generally mentioned at this stage -- essentially

with the Rostow concept of a division-sized "demonstratioan

force" in mind. None of the nations was asked for specific
contribution or commitments at this time,/but the discussions
did reveal significant differences of view. The Australians
were quiée forthcoming, the New Zealanders more reserved, and
the British made it clear that fheir iarge deployment in

Malaysia -- by this time thousand men --precluded

any significant military contribution in anv foreseeable ci:I-

cumstances to Vietnam.?*

-

.Generally speaking, however, Wilson's reaction was one
of support. There did not appear to be any significant change
in the British view of Asia, through the transition from Lord

Home's government to that of Wilson.
e e e e e e e e "ADN»QFT
* At one point, thejiPosition Paper of November 30 had envisaged
that in the Presidenmt's talk with Prime Minister Wilson, he
would not ask for any additional British contribution in view of
“. the British role in Malaysia. (Pentagon Papers, p. 376) My own
view, as draftsman, was that he should not do so as a matter _
of equity at that particular time when the "confrontation" situation




J

i

19-223
9/13/71

was at its height. However, in the final version of the Paper,
the limitation was removed. I have every reason to believe
that in this first meeting with Mr. Wilson, and on many other
occasions thereafter, it was strongly urged that some British
force contribution would be- both appropriate and welcome.
There is no truth whatever, I am sure, in the idea that the

"Johfison Administration agreed at any time with any British-
~government for s kind of sharing of the military burden -- no

American forces in Malaysia . (never for a moment contemplated

in any case) and no British forces in Vietnam. See Brandon,

citation, for this claim. Many senior British officials

at different times argued egquity, and always political diffi-
culties at home; none, so far as I know,'ever claimed a pro-

tecting agreement.
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-The other key consuiltations were with +the Asian nations

directly concerned and interested. Thailand.and Laos were
told thseagh«Aahass&&crcMaséinfa ,*,assaéﬂr Suddiven.en
the-éﬁﬁbe——‘ of both phases of the poss;ble program, with acc-
ompanying messages of American firmness. Others in East Asia --
the Philiépines, South Korea, and the Republic of China -- were
told only of the first phase, but with accoméanying language

" 'of sufficient strength to suggest that the US was actively
considering going still further. Discussions were also set
under way as to whether these three nations might be in a
position to send various Specialist forces in the near future;
in categories similar to those the United States already had

serving in South Vietnam. These discussions, to jump ahead

for a moment, led to a Yorean engineer battalion being sent

e

to Viet-Nam for non-combat operations. The sending of this

unit was agreed in , and it arrived in South Vietnam

in March.*
More broadly, a number of other nations were ap;roached

in December for greater non-military contributions. Tazs

e . = 3 TP s o : —— ;
m—&“‘ = ’L—-'!'*" e S¥ro—sm the eSS TOErT S M= T rINES

[Frem Ties  €77exT,
4ﬁLé&xu_JJnL__Jkyqépéh£€£embex~aesmoa, wnicn included qulet

work at the NATO Foreign Mnnisters' Meeting, little progress
could be reported | This (Othymzb’é th di that,
T . nggrtﬂa e genera: rea lng a
"while the allies of the United States in Asia were deeply con-

cerned, those in Europe and elsewhere were very .much waiting

to see what would happen.
- ~ Finally, there was the vitally important working out of

the new actions in Laos. There, William H. Sullivan had been

* Westmoreland, p.223. Cooper, 269 says late February and

TS an A Almam~ea AL AT T~y MPhacnl



19-24

9/13/71

naméd as Ambassador in early November té take the place of Leonard
Unger, who had done an extraérdinary gquiet job ever since the
_cbﬁglusion of the Laos Accofds in July 1962. As already noted,
‘Suliiﬁaﬁ had wrrked as Aveggia Harriman's deputy right thfough -_—
the Laos negotiations and sﬁbsequenfly in the State Department,
and since June 1964 had been with Taylor and Johnéon in Saigon.
His appointment brought to Vientiane a man thoroughly faﬁiliar‘
with the situation, and also possessing that rare éombination

of political skill and executive toughness tha£ is not found

in combination in any walk oflife, perhaps especially the

American foreign SErivce.

Sullivan arrived 'in Vientiane on December 10th, aud at

ey

once went over the full ground with an anxious Socuvanna. The
Prime Minister welcomed the proposal for American strikes in

the corridor, where his own intelligence fully shared the
Americnn view that infiltration had been substantially increa-
sed over the summer and fall. ﬁowevef, he again stipulated
firmly, as he had done on previousAoccasions, that the Uqﬁ}éd
States should not announce its new actions. It will be re-
called that in May, he had agreed to a joint announcement oI
theﬁoriginal reconnaissance flights in the then-threatened
Plaine des Jarres area. This had led on to the North Vietna-
mese downing of American aircraft, and the responding American
resort to firing when fired upon which shortly became "armed

f; reconnaissance" involving firing at will. All this Souvanna
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had in fact approved, but the publicity given to the sequence
had scaleded him badly. As he saw it; American admissions --
essential as they might ge to American éustoms and beliefs --
siﬁply meant that he was pilloried by the Soviets in particular
(perhapé_also_by the Indians), whiie a cilent Hanoi got away
scot free’fér all its ea;lief and fér gréver violations of

the 1962 accords. Why, he kept asking bluntly, should he

-put up with this? — S

The best Irish eloquence, repeated on two occasions,
made no dent in this reéolve, and in the end Washington accep-
ted a policy of silence on the new raids -- knowing full well
thaﬁ sooner or later there was bound- to be some incident orA
other publicity that would put the US in the position of
appearing to conceal facts from its pecple. The dilemma was

a constant one in Laos, E;' HAD GeEN
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foreshadowed in May and June of 1964 ter December &%&Qﬂ”p”’
(éééééel as a result of Souvahna’s greater rigidity on the suk-
ject. Then and later, the combination of patriotism, polltlcal
sagac1ty, earthy toughness, and DersqnaL charm that Harrlman

! <~um~ M A
had recognized in 1961 gave 7 special claim to Washington's
consideratio%ﬁgg every aspect of the war in Laos, but especially
Fhe degree to which American actions ehopld 5e made public.
After all, it was his country.

| Ih-éhe—ease*cé-gge new December ogerationsh:%hég were at
the sfart far less important militarily than as a signal
of;new Americaﬁ action. Once beguﬁ on December 1l4th, the
level was set at two raids a week, of four aircraft each. It
was hardly a great forward step, and indeed was not even noted
or aetacked by Hanoi -- until in mid-January the inevitable
crash led to Lalrly full DubllClCV for all that the Uq was doing
over Laos. (FN - check figures on Yankee team p}us December
flight volume by this time.)

‘ Finally, there was tbe question of what, if anything, to
say to Ianni.- The Canadian, Seaborn, had been scheduled to
make one of his periodic trips, the first since August, toward'
the end of November, but postponed this at American reguest
to December 7th, so that he could.take any special message that
might emerge from Tavylor's visit to»Washinqton.

As the nature of the President's dec;sions became ciear,

the problem was what to say about them. The August message

had already been very forceful; anything that added to it would
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have to be virtually an ultimatum. For this, the President
was plainly not ready, now-would it be believable after the
failure to respond to the Bien Hoa attack and in the absence

Ayd i 804 .
of a firn%blan for early attacks on the North. If Hanoi had

-

by now formed the.impression that the US would ndt in a crunch
act decisively,.words alone would hardly undo such an impression.
‘In éonversétion with Alexis Johnson, Seaborn ;——mh0~must
‘have sensed the dilemma the US was in,féimade the simple sug-
gestion that he take no new message, say only that he was sure
his August message still stood and that Hanoi could judge the
American mood for itself -- and then listen. Af%er brief dis;
cusséon in Washington, this idea was'approved. Thusq:lé was

v

no great surprise when Seaborn returned to Saigon.on December

and reported that his only contacts in Hanoi had been at

/

a low level and without any substance. Obviously, Hanoi had

waited to see if he had a message and, finding he did not,
had felt that anyvthing it might say, especially on its own
initiative, would be construed as a sign of weakness. The

episode wa§<additional evidence of the judgment now widely

shared hv foreigners and Americans, in and out of government:
Hanoi was canfident, tough, and unlikelv to yvield an inch so

long as the balance of forces and.trend of events were both in

her favor.

&
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Chapter‘éO: Collaose and Indecision

| a. The month from December 15th, 1964, to January Jl&th,
.1965,‘was a miserable period in both Saigon and‘Washington}
"Within ten days of'Taylor's‘series of conferences, deliveriné
;he{messaée of stronger action with more to.come if Saigon
pﬁlled,itself together, the exact cpposite had happened. Top
«0fficers, with General Khanh himself, dissolved the civilian
High National Council and assumed a commanding role, in the

face of the most vehement advice and protests from Taylor him-

self. It was netwendy a humiliating episode for Americanié
AND)

-

{j'another showing of the depths of the political crisis.
o Militarily, also, events were bad. Striking on a wider

scale than ever before, in battalion-scale efforts, the Viet
\ P ‘
Cong inflicted one serious defeat on government forces, at

Binh Gia in the , and took over a crucial part oI

the major north-central province of Binh Dinh. Most dramati-
célly, on December 24th, an American officers' quarters in the
heart of Saigon was blown up. It was a clear case for retalla-
tion under the early December policy decisions, but again
President Johnson rejected recommendations to strike acainst
the North -- this time because of the political chaos in Saigon.
Since all this was dramatically.in the headlines, it was

natural that Congressicnal and public sentiment in the United

States began to come to life in late December, showing itself

deeply discouraged and uncertain what the country should do.
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Within the Administration, the result was a torment of inde-
cision, with Taylor urging that the bombing program be started
as . a last-try shock treatment for the South Vietnamese, and
others including myself arguing along similar lines. The .
Presidenél however, rejected all these counsels, and gave no
indication how he might decide. With Congress-convening,

hiw own Inauguration on January 20th, and his Great Society

program fully worked out and ready toﬂléunéhy a(ﬁajor féreign
crisis -- let alone a war -- was the last thing he wanted.

In short, the frustration of this period was total. Ob—_
viously, as theAAmerican public was aware by the. end cf January,

South Vietnam stood on the verge of collapse. Should the United

)

i3

= States let this happen, or seek ¢ act?

4

The Collapse of Authority in Saigon L

b. Through November and early December, the main challenge
to the government of Prime Minister Huong had éome from the
militant Buddhists, who had rioted several times; mostly in
their northern strongholds of Hue and Danang, but also occasio-
nally in Saigon itself. ilthough there was a suspicion that
some leauiin generals were conniving with the Buddhists -- omne,
General Thi commanding the First Corps in Hue, had indicated
such sympathy many times -- the military wére in the main coopera-
ting with the govermnment, while Huong, himself a Buddhist with

. strong nationalist credentials, Qas‘stout under this pressure.

Béhind the scenes, however, the gquestion of raw power was

an unresolved as ever, between civilians and military men, and
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now among the top military leaders'themselves._ The military
men now lacked any organization of tﬁeir cwn, and were divided
roughly between those still supporting General Khanh and a
group of "young Turks" which had saved him in September but
really thought hiﬁ weak. Khanh had got rid or t&o potential
rivals in’November -- Big Minh to a ceremonial mission abroad,
and Khiem to be.Ambassador in Washington -- only to find that
'his authority within the miliégfy‘waé still challenged, and
in a more formidable way. .

On the civilian side, the High National Cqupcil was un-
able to do much, but had set itself up as the interim legis-
lative body, with powers vyet untesteé to make laws and, as
many members seemed to imply, to qurb the military and install
a truly civilian structure across the boa;d.

The is;ue involving all three eléments was triggered by
the young generals, who on December ____demandéd that the High
National Council adopt a law dismissing from the service a group
of "old guard" senior generals, headed by Minh and Don. The
group was no longer any kind of threat to anyone, being mostly
on inacrive status, and the charges urged against its memberé
seemed spurious; The object was a brazen show of powsr, and
when the High National Council refused the demand on December
égth; the young generals simply kid;apped a¥large number of

them and tock them to the mountains, simultaneously dissolving

H

the HNC and setting up a new Armed Forces Council to speak fo

the military. The dissolution humiliated civilian control an

joh
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= probably shook Xhanh as well. As was suspecteé at the time
vand later confirmed by events, the néw Armed Forces COunciEé
wa;iggglgned in part to provide a vehicle for dealing with
Khanh in due course.¥* (FN; Shaplen, p. )

As these maneuvers unfolded Ambassador Tavlor became
g THe Gemérn ars WD MAD MADE
directly involved. Immediately on hearineg—sf the provocative
— Ky, Titu,mms Tit) Brrves amie s — MAD BeenN rie 683cc—

demand to the HNC, he~%a¥%%eé=a=nnmhe,_oi_the.gene;ais_ug

L85 SPzZciAL Crufﬁp, o By 7;hmﬁ Hinser~ )
d:ﬁﬁex—and_,avez%hem_a—sfefa—%ecaagg on the need for civi-

lian control an@&unity, exacting what—he—supnosed—ta—tre-3

promise—sfna rash aor nrecipitate action. Thus, the kidnap-

ping two—dssrs—tater—was a direct slap in his face. Was it

a reaction to the message he had brought from Washington?

'

Quite possibly, in the sense that Tavlor had made emphatic

that American support was going to the concept of civilian
control and specifically to the Huong government; better,

the generals may have thought, to nip this idea at once lest

The result, at any Rate, was a nasty confrontation, first

between Taylor and the group to whom he had talked in advance

{which inclrded Ceneral-Thieu—and-Ceneral—Xy)y but guickly
. S
between Taylor and XKhanh, who -- perhaps acting to win favor

as a true nationalist and to undé-his 0ld reputation as the

man backed by the U.S. -- went so f£ar on December 28th as té
threaten a request for Taylor's withdrawal as Ambassador.* (FN -
B-check WP or N?T.)

s . Altgough some in Washington wondered privately whether

~. Taylor had been too blunt and direct in putting his own pres-
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o I tige and his country's on the.line in such a sguébble, the
disposition was to accept his judgmeﬁt that firm action had
begn the best course. In any event, there could be ﬁo 'biféj))
t=m about backing him, both personally and on the principle
of civilian contrél. "On December 53, a State Department
statement’in_Rusk's own name'bluntly deplored the military
action against ﬁhe High National Council as “improper inter-
‘ference,” and in Saigon the Embassy was authorized to make

=

clear that American participation in non-routine military

planning was suspended, and that delivery of military items
‘ . o =

might be withheld.* It was as far agyggemed possible to go,

since Huong and the proper government were innocent bystanders

Lt

whom the United States wished to support, not weaken or dis-

fp!
R

credit.

v— - /"

In the last week of December, with the help of guiet
talks at vaéious levels, both South Vietnamese and American,
the immediate crisis eased. Khanh half-avologized for his
outburst, Tavlor went about other business, and in early January
Hunng met with Xhanh and Chief of State Suu, réachinq agreement
on the reieasé of the December 20th victims and on the princi—.
ple of eventual civilian legislative responsiiility. But the
HNC remained dead, and it was clear that the Armed Forces
Council was keeping what Khanh had called in December the power v
to "act as an intermediary” at any £ime - ; euphemism for

taking over control. January 18th, in thée face of renewed

Buddhist protests on various issues, Huong revamped his cabinet




2056
9/14/71

to bring in four of the yoﬁné generals, inclﬁding Ky and
Thieu, On the face of things there was now unity between the
civilians and military leaders; with only the Buddhists on
the outs.* (FN - All this best in Shaplen, 292-300.)

-

In many ways, all this was a ridiculous .charade, and it

was sqmg}iﬂgs hard to know how seriously the Vietnamese
: SEAeEESE

themselves took it. (Shaplen, 298.) As=neted, the American
view was that it was in part a struggle between two utterly
disparate groups, civilian and military, neither of whom

had ever come to kno& or trust the other eitherAin the

1EM s hel
French period or, through kis design, whileBiem ruled. To

the civilians éhe generals were swaggering upstarts, while to
the military men the civilians were pettifogging debaters
incavable of decision. Differing and equally impractical educa-
tion and training, the low position of the military professiocn
in Chinese and Vietnamese cultufel age differences, and above
all the failure of either grour to produce a commanding per-
sonality -- all these entered in, as they had throughout the
whole post-1954 and éspecially the post-1963 political history
of South Vietnam.

As Americans saw it, the second element was simply a strug-
gle for personal power, in which Khanh and increasingly the
other generals were simply aiming to get on top, at thé expense
of others thef had come to hate.

Was there a third element, of real difference concerning

* policy, the war, or the Viet Cong? The three visible groups
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confending for formal power -- the civiiian leaders, Khanh,
and the young generals -- did not seem to differ on these fun-
damental issues, then or later. All rejected what they asserted
to be the neutralism.of the old-quardvgenerals; noné, so far
as any American could see, favéred a deal Qith the Viet Cong.
As for the fourth true power center in Vietnamese politics,
the militant Buddhists, the enigmatic utterances of Tri Quang
and Tam Chau offered then (or later) no sure basis for judg-
ment; that did seem clear was that the militant Buddhists
were content to bring down any authority not wholi§ to their
liking, and did not wish to govern themselves.*

In short, the piétu;ey and the danger, added up to straight
demoralization and collapse of authofity -- not to any under-

—— »

lying difference on the war nor, in significant degree, to

the results oé Viet Cong political activity.** When Washington
policy analyses referred to the possibility that a government
would come to power in Sa2igecn that would give up the struggle
And deal with the Viet Cong, there was no particuiar individual
or group in mind. As the collapse of France in 1940 had
produced a Laval, so collapse in South Vietnam would produce

some figurehead or hidden man to do the dirty work.

* Shaplen judgment that Buddhist view was a show.

** Shaplen, p. 281, notes that after the August political crisis,
the Viet Cong stepped up their sending of political agents to the
South, seeking esveciallv to exploit the ties among families
divided between North and South, or Communist and non-Communist.
Such exploitation was almost certainly attempted. How much of a
part it plaved can onlv be conjectured. Americans thought it
not a kev factor, but no one could be sure.
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Whatever its form, such a political collapse of authority
loomed more and more likely,'in this turn-of-the-year period.
It was, as always, the most fundamental fact.

Anofher-Challenqe Declined

c. 'As the political crisis took the center of the stage,
the Viet Cong went about their military business with ever-growing
success. Ip the last week ofiDgcgmbef, an attack by two Commu-
'nist battalions (check) routed the South Vietnamese at.Binh
Gié, and in the latter part of December the VC established a
commanding positioh in the province of Binh Dinh. This was
the beginning'of a really serious‘th;eat to the key coastal

provinces in north central SVN; heavily popoulated and in parts

infested by the VC ever since 1954, the provinces always had

w5

a special stratégic importance. If they were under VC control,
the routes between them and the highland area were an easy
mark and the eventual result would be to cut South Viétnam in
two. It was a nightmare that was to play an ever-growing part
during 1965, particularly in June and July forecasts and de-
cisions. |
In general terms, moreover, every indicator was bad
tﬁroughout these months. Desertions ih’the South Vietnamese
forces were high, and the tell-tale ratio of weapons losses
heavily in favor of the VC (check). Through Novgmber and De-
. cember, the dai;y stories from Séigbn and the reports of

visiting newsmen spelled out a gloomy picture, and no official

American tried to offset this. Although, as always in war, the
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American command did not ﬁish to be the di:ect source of reports
of defeat, there was no disposition at this time to pfetend
the situation was either good or improving. (Check press ﬁore.)
On tﬁe contrary, the feel of this perio?, ﬁilitarily as muéh
as politigally, was tﬁat'the-VC were more numerous, better |
armed and organized, and more confident than at any previous

time. By early November the estimates of increased infiltration

during 1964 -- totalling 10,000 men -- were generally accepted
and‘quietly released to the press. ~Hard-core VC strength was
officially estimated at 30,000, but unofficially.many Americans
believed,ﬁhis was almost certainly'wgll below the reality.*

(FN. Later, in 1966, retrospective analyses of past periods
indicated that as a general fule the hard-core VC strength

had been under-estimated throughout the perioa 1961-65, but
particularly in 1964 and 1965, years in which both infiltration
and local recruiting picked up rapidly in the wave of‘vcbvictories
and growing confidence that success was inevitable if not ac-
tuélly imminent. Although the later revised estimates were

not, of coufée, part of tﬂe picture for decision purposes in late
1964 or eariy 1965, the general feeling that existing estimates
wére probably low was such a part. Thoée closest to the methods
used in making the estimates were in genefal the most convinced
that the error was on the low side.. Identification of units

had to be by seyeral prisoners béfofe it would be-firmly.accepted,
and in 1954 the pfisoners were few ——~in itself another symptom

of decay. The rule, I suppose from my own military experience
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is that losing armies have poor intelligence.) éy late

December, as the author of this volume of the Pentagon Papers

puts it: "All evidence pointed to a situation in which a final

collapse of the GVN appeared probablg and a victorious consoli-

-

“dation of VC power a distinct possibility." [(Pentagon Fapers,

p. 340.)

‘The striking event of the period was, however, an attack

~rof little military importance, but one that tested again the

American readiness to retaliate against North Vietnam. This

was the placing, by a VC squad, of small bombs, in é building
called Brink's Hotel in downtown Saigon, which-héd been converted
into quarters for American bachelor officers. Tﬁe explosion
on December 24th killed two Americans, and wounded 52 others

and 13 South'Vietnamese.

- /{1:4/_) . ' ’/,.
The attack f£zi3s squarely within the pxdvete list of

F:‘.K'J' o . ;
casesxﬁhlcn the U.S. would retaliate under the President's

policy of December 1-3. Not nearly so dramatic or destructive
as the attack on the Bien Hoa airbase, itféeéﬁed another chal-
lenge to test American will and expose American weakness. For
years, the Vd had shown the capacity, possessed by even small

disruptive groups in all countfies, to create such incidents

on a substantial scale in Saigon as elsewhere in SVN. Perhaps
it had been surprising that American inst;llations, impossible
to guard properly in the ﬁeart of tﬁe ci£¥>5ad not previously

SucH

been attacked. "Now a decision to move toxattacks on—Ameri-oats

insEatlations seemed to be confirmed, and almost certainly to

come from Hanoi in the total pattern. Certainly Hanoi Radio

did nothing to dispel this impression, but on the contrary
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" broadcast an alﬁost immediate and exultant account of the
incident. (Check.) . | |
‘Whether Hanoi had devised the precise timing seems more
douEtfui, since the planning must have taken days.v But the
fact was,  of course, that thelﬁktack came not only on Christ-
mas Eve (like Bien Hoa on Election eve) but just at the height
—of the sguabble between Ambassador Taylor“andAthe Vietnamese
generals, It was again the most embarrassing possible moment,
in every respect. |
Nonetheless Taylor promptly recommended the ap?lication
of the early December policy, in the form of a guick air
strike at a No;th Vietnamese barracks area just above the 17th
. parallel. Such retaliation targets had been picked out and
reconnoitered with care in the past three/weeks, for just
this type of cogtingency: thié‘one seemed precisely apposite

and Also entirely military in character.

The President was in Texas when the cable arrived, agd

mas in any event, and wanted direc% evidence of Hanoi's involve-

ment. In the ﬁeantime, there was quiet discussion in Washington

in which I for one urgea that we had to apply the retaliation

policy if it was to have any meaning at éll, especially as it

had now been disclosed to the South Vietnamese and others.

Rusk, to whom I talked, was noncommital, and no doubt he and
o McNamara were in direct touch with the President thrduqh the

e

next few days.
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"~ The upshot, finally confirmed when Rusk journeved to
Texas on other matters on the 29th, was that -the President

rejected Taylor's recommendation. While several supporting

.reasons were advanced, including the lack of direct evidence

- (the attackers having escaped) to prove convincingly that

ﬁanoi-had'ordered the attack, the real reasdn -- as all in
tﬁe policy circle sensed it -- was that the United States
would look ridiculous to take such action in the middle bf a
humiliating political crisis. BAll, including Hanoi, would
conclude that the U.S. was simply lashing out as a smoke-screen
to cover its underlying weakness. Itvwas an impossible situa-
tion, doubtless observed in Hanoi with glee and as further
confirmation that the'American Administration would now accept
almost anything, at least until the South Vietnamese got some

— Vs

sort of real government -- which seemed remote.

American Public Opinion Comes to Life

d. At this point, American public and Congressidnal
opinion began, for the first time since the election, to make
itself heard. On December 24th, Walter Lippmann, aging but
still influential, commented on the sguabble between Khanh and
Taylor and on rumors that Khanh wanted to negotiate a neutral

solution for his country, concluding that the situation was

very difficult and that the U.S. must not be "hurried or

harried into supposing that there is a simple way to deal with
South Vietnam . .:. It is a delusion, as well as unfair to

ourselves, to -set up a semantic trap by declaring that what
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is not a victory is a defeat. There are many colors between

black and wﬁite." The implication seemed to be that it would
be.no seriqus matter 1f the U.S accepted neutralization on
the DeGaulle model -- wﬁidh Lippmann had long supported -- .or
‘even pulled 5ut altogether.

Senator Mansfield likewise thought that all possibilities

should be explored, including DeGaulle's neutralization pro-

%gsai;>aﬁa Senator éﬂﬁréh“éﬁpressed himséif inAsimiiér vein.
(Cite.) Other eaitorial opinién,inotably a Eiggég%ggorial
in the issue of January 8th, began to be expressed that the
US simply cbuld not put up with ﬁhe political nonsense in

Saigon, and should get out if it could not be corrected. (Check.)

1

(Mav be in NYT.)

The broadest samplings of opinion in this period were an
AP survey of the Senate, published on January 6th, and a Gallup
Poll published in late January. The first showed that among
83 Senators responding, roughly 35 urgea doing everything pos-
sible to strengthen the South Vietnamese government. On the
harder side, 8 mentioned either carrying the war to the North
or comitting U.S. troops, and oun the softer side were 13 whq
favored.either negotiations at once or, in 3 cases, withdrawal
of US aid and advisors. Eight said they simply did not know
what should be done, and others could not readily be classified
in policy terms.* 1In the main, as the AP'S own interpreﬁation

put it, the majoritv rejected both pulling out and taking

* New York Times, 1/6/65, check again.
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. stronger measures, and the consensus was in accord with Senator

Mansfield, backing current policy on the ground that; "g%r
1} e 8

the present, we have no other choiceAw Be—in— Fadgmente—

- S—_)

would fitthe nesds ofthe—sttuatieons” Mansfield also returned

to the idea of exploring neutralization, with the idea of accep-
ting it if it promised a "just and guaranteed solution," but

if hot, discarding it. Others favoring negotiation saw in-

’

ternational control in VN as tbe goal.

In short, the Senate was ggggiy putting'pressure on the
President in any particular direction. Thére is, indeed, sdme
reason to believe thét as he worked away in Texas over the
holidays, at least one'Senior Senator who enjoved the Presi-
dent's total cénfidénce énd high respect had advised him bluntly
that now was the time to find a way out.*- ;Fﬁé This was
Russell or Stennis, and I must ‘find source.)gyé%mréﬂﬁﬁfbtfﬂg

b]14- it:f:ﬁﬁbﬁ "\Enb:}‘xjxrt lasz Aeenaxd

What, then, of the public as a whole? Here the Gallup
Prifes inn Trners o :
Pollﬁis revealing. By a margin of 4-to-1, the public felt

that the war in South Vietnam was being lost; no doubt here
Noweryune s )
EoacS o n - g

that the trends of the past year had sunk in. ANSTEEE=CHCITE

/N
majority (¥/ %) felt that the US should seek negotiation and
some form of settlement, with its nature unspecified. That
‘the same people, or others amounting to a majority, did not

. L4—3)

envisage losing South Vietnam was suggested by éAmajority

4@%—::;?# voting that, if necessary, the US should be prepared
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to commit it; own troops (again in unspecified numbers) to
hold South Vietnam. (FN. Check all these.) |

I mention a3d these polls as indicative of the mood of
the period. In terms of their bearing ua the Administratién's
policy tﬁinking, I dé not recall that either poll, or the
factor of public opinion'—-‘short or ;onq-term -- was invoked
in aﬁy of the discussions that went from early November to
early March. No doubt the polls were followed, pafticularly
in fhe White House, but the dominant feeling throughout the
Administration,’so‘far as I could detect it, was' that the
President coula carry the Americaﬁ public with him on whatever
course he chose. 'For‘What polls maj show, the Gallup reading

S,

s of January 1965 -- on a periodic standard guestion -- was

I

that 70% approved of the President's conduct of his office,
while only 15% disapproved. So far as the President's adivsors

were concerned, at any rate, this was a commanding position,

13

and the question for Vietnam policv was not what was politically
expedient, but what was the best or least bad course for the

country to follow. (éifﬁ”DB

Torment within the Administration

- e. As the year turned, the Administr;{ion did little to
spell out its thinking. In hé; Néw Year's TV interviewg delivered
on January 3rd. Rusk tried to strike a steadying note, saying

: only that the US was not going to pull out, but also was not
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actively considering stronger steps.* 2And in the President's
State of the Union message, delivered to the outgoing Congress
on January 4, 19f%, the overwhelming emphasis was on domestic

problems with only a brief reference to Vietnam in the following

terms:

"In Asia, Communism wears a more aggressive face.
We see that in Viet Nam. Why are we there?

We are there, first, because a friendly nation has
asked us for help against the Communist aggression. Ten
years ago our President pledged cur help. Three Presi-
dents have supported that pledge. We will not break it
now. ) :

. Second, our own security is tied to the peace of
Asia. . Twice in one generation we have had to fight
against aggression in the Far East. To ignore aggression
now would only increase the danger of a much larger war.

OQur goal is peace in Southeast Asia. That will come
cnly when aggressors leave their neighbors in peace.

What is at stake is the cause of freedom, and in that
cause America will never be found wanting. '

But Communism is not the onlv source of trouble and
unrest. There are older and deeper sources -- in the
misery of nations and in man's irrepressible ambition
for libertv and a better life.**

This was firm in tone, but said‘nothing about the immediate
situation or future policy.
The inner fact was that the Administration was in a

gquandary. With the turn of the year, the 30 days tentatively

set in the December Position Paper as the testing period for

"improvement in South Vietnamese politics was up. On that

very day Taylor sent a cable giving his own strong view that

notwithstanding Saigon's political weakness, indeed as

"% Check NYT or DSB
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the only way to do éomethigg about it, the US should g@Wxﬁg(ﬁo
ahead with the gradual bémbiﬁg program égainst the North
visualized as the second phase of the two-phase December 1
coﬂcebt:

Taylor's argument was that thé.root‘of the South Viet-
namese political problem>might well lie in plain lack of
’confidence that the US would act. WiEhAphe éteady g;owfh
in Viet Cong power, the result was a feeling‘that éouth Viet-
nam was doomed and a general state of guiet panic, 6r sauve
gui peut, in which men behaved foolishly and divisively --
as they had obviously been doing during December.

The argument seemed plausible to many in Washington, my-

self included. In October, Sullivan on a trip back had re-
ported vividly én the letdown after the Tonkin retaliation
had led to hothiné further. éll through‘November and December
the same kind of quiet reports had piled up, usually from
Americans who had some sort of friendships with South Vietnamese.
As often in a crisis, political South Vietnamese blamed them-
selves grivrately but American lack of support openly. Doubt-
lgss many saw the US as able,vwith its unlimited power, to
solve their problem at a stroke and get the Viet Cong‘off
their backs by a few rapier bombiﬁg thrusts against the North.
Thus exaggerating American powgr} and hearing American leaders
T Say over and over again how important South Vietnam’s indepen-

dence was, in commitment and Asian power terms, they simply
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| could not understand wh§>America/hung back. At this point
in the line of thought, they would fall érey to the darkest
suspiéions, of the sort to which South Vietnamese political
life was extraordinarily prone even in middling times. |
In effeét, Taylor was now formally urging the pulmotor
treatment of which.he had spoken in the Washington meetings a

morth earlier. Having urged at the time that a future under-

wntékigé of strogger action be used to jaék‘tﬁings ﬁp; wggf:he waé
now saying was tﬁat the undertéking had not been enough -- the
strongest drugs had not worked, and now the patient had to be
operated on. |
Overwhelmingly, it may be noted, the Ambassador's case
55 for bombing rested on its effect on morale and political per-
. formance in the South. Although Taylor was more confident
than most Washington civilians.that the bombing would in fact
put a serious crimp in Hanoi's militarv effort aimed at the
South, he did not claim that either tﬂé concrete military
impact oxr the effect on Hanoi's will could in any short period,v
of a2 few months perhaps, bring about a change that would either
permit a settlement or lead to sluw liguidation of the VC
threat to terms locally -manageable. On the contrary, Taylor
always believed and argued that the bombing had to be sustained
for some time, énd so conducted as to convinée Hanoi that it
- ~ would move steadily to the vitals of Nofth Vietnam, in order

to convince the tough Hanoi leaders to call off their mili-

tary effort in any fashion.
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- Such was the forceful feéoﬁmendation that reached Washing-
ton just at the New Year. Its circulation was confined to
the Principals and to the most liﬁited additional circle, so
that for the next criticalAmonth many at staff level wére kept
in the dark -- not unnatural or ﬁntypical in a phase of the
utrost delicacy when any leak could hurt seriously. -

On Tuesday, January 5th, the day after the President's

State of the Union message, the Principals met for the first

time as a group since December 19th. At the meeting, the JCS

~noted the expiration of the 30 days, and that no orders had

vet gone out for the contemplated transition phase of markedly
stronger actions'leading up to actual bombing of the North.
The meeting was inconclusive, désiqned only ‘to prepare the
way for a small méeting between the President and Messrs. Rusk,

McNamara and McGeorge Bundy the following day.

. as I recall -- set down our thoughts at some length. My own

memo was worked over with the depar+ing Michael Forrestal and
his successor as the full-time Vietnam man, Leonard Unger - just

back from Laos, and now appointed Deputy Assistant Secretary.*

* With a larger Vietnam Working Group, this meve back into
the line organization made sense, although my relations with
both Sullivan and Forrestal as Special Assistants had been
intimate and easy.
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It went to Rusk on January .6,  with key cections as follows:

‘ “I think we must accept that Saigon morale in all
quarters in now very shaky indeed and that this is related
directly to a widespread feeling that the U.S. is not ready
for stronger action and indeed is possibly looking for a
way out. We may regard this feeling as irrational and con-
tradicted by our repeated statements, but Bill Sullivan

was very vivid in describing the existence of such feelings
in October, and we must honestly concede that our actions
and statements since the election have not done anything

to offset it. The blunt fact is that we have appeared to
the Vietnamese (and to wide circles in Asia and even in
Europe) to be insisting on a more perfect government

than can reasonably be expected, before we consider any
additional action-and that we might even pull .out our
support unless such a government emerges.

"In key parts of the rest of Asia, notablyv Thailand,
our present posture also appears weak. As such key parts
of Asia see us, we looked strong in May and early June,
weaker in late June and July, and then appeared to be
taking gquite a firm line in August with the Gulf of Tonkin.
Since then we must have seemed to be gradually weakening-
and, again, insisting on perfectionism-in the Saigon
Government before we moved. .

"The sum total of the above seems to us to point-
together with almost certainly stepped-up Vietcong ac-
tions in the current favorable weather-to a prognosis
that the situation in Vietnam is now likely to come apart
more rapidly than we had anticipated in November. We
would still stick to the estimate that the most likely
form of coming avart would be a government of key groups
starting to negotiate covertly with the Liberation Front
or Hanoi, perhaps not asking in the first instance that
we et ou., but with that necessarily following at a
fairly early stage. In one sense this would be a 'Vietnam

. solution,' with some hope that it would produce a Commu-

nist Vietnam that would assert its own degree of inde-
pendence 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 (sic) Laos would
then become untenable and that Cambodia would accommodate
in some wav. Most seriously, there is a grave guestion
whether the Thai in these circumstances would retain any
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confidence at all in our continued Support. In short,
the outcome would be regarded in Asia, and particularly
among 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 gquestion would be whether Thailand and other
nations were weakened and taken over thereafter.

- "The alternative of stronger action obviously has
grave difficulties. It commits the U.S. more deeply,
at a time when the picture of South Vietnamese will is
extremely weak. To the extent that it included actions

‘against North Vietnam, it would be vigorously attacked

by many nations and disapproved initially even by such
nations as Japan and India, on present indications.
Most basically, its stiffening effect on the Saigon
political situation would not be at all sure to bring
about a more effective government, nor would limited
actions against the Southern D.R.V. in fact sharply
reduce infiltration or, in present circumstances, be at
all likely to induce Hanoi to call it off.

"Nonetheless, on balance we believe that such
action would have some fzint hope of really improving
the Vietnamese situation, and, above all, would put us
in a much stronger position to hcld the next line of
defense, namely Thailand. Accepting the present situa-
tion-O0r anv negotiation on the basis cf it-would be far
weaker from this latter key standpoint. If we moved in-
to stronger actions, we should have in mind that negotia-
tions would be likely to emerge from some gquarter 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 Vietnam. Yet even on an outcome that produced a
progressive deterioration in South Vietnam and an even-
tual Communist take-over, we would still have appeared
to Asians to have done a loi more about it.

"In specific terms, tiL2 kinrds of action we might
take in the near future would be:

"a. A(méarlyy occasion for reprisal action against
the D.R.V.
"b. Possibly beginning low-level reconnaissance oI

the D.R.V. at once. _
"Concurrently with a or b, an early orderly with-

e

drawal of our dependents (from Saigon, but only if) stronger

action (is contemplated). 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. . . .
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"Introduction of limited U.S. ground forces into
.the northern area of South Vietnam still has great appeal
to many of us, concurrently with the first air attacks
into the D.R.V. It would have a real stiffening effect
in Saigon, and a strong signal effect to Hanoi. On the
disadvantage side, such forces would be possible attri-
tion targets for the Vietcong."

In essence, McNaughton and I were now both stressiné

that the most basic U.S. objecyive was to preveﬁt Communist
domination or all of Southeast Asia if this could possibly be
done. If, as appeared quite possible, South Vietnam was too
far gone to save, nonetheless a final,additionai American
effort would greatly increase the chances of holding the line
at Thailand, tﬁe fallback geographical bastion and, as it
increasingly appeéred, the psychological key to the rest of
mainland Southeast Asia at least. By this time, as will be
discussed in the next chapter, Thailagd was being explicitly
threatened fomm Peking, and to the soqﬁh, Sukarno had taken
long further steps to align himself and Indonesia with China.
The memorandum is also of interest in its consi&eration
and rejection of the~theory that a wvitoist North Vietnam,
largely independent of China, would be a bearable outccme.
To me and others, notably Unger who had spent the past 6
yvears in Bangkok and Vientiane, the cen@ral judgment here was
that Southeast Asians, whose psyéhology was in the end crucial,

Ve ¢
w Cotr Ba,n _ »
Sentially a united one -- a

saw the Communist threa%xaa
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“victory for North Vietnam meant that the wind blew from the

East, in the cliche of the périod, and it liﬁtle mattered
thé;-avCommunist North Vietnam meant to keep its territory in-
violate from China, as Vietnamese had fought and bied to do
throughout their history; More espécially, a humiliating de-

feat for the U.S., without its lifting a finger, would make

_it nearly impossible _to persuade the Thai, once they‘came

under pressure, that their relatively solid political base
made the defense of Thailand a different case.

In the policy process, I do’not suppose that eiéher mny
memo or McNaughton's had great weight. McNamara had already

in early December made much the same argument, that a last-

~gasp effort weuld at least buy time, perhaps measured in years.

(See page 19-__ above.) Rusk, however, was I think more skepti-

cal of the argument, and more inclined as always to see Viet-

C

nam in the worldwide aspect of a U.S. commitment rather thar

predominantly in the Asian context. As of late December and

TEe Y Lr iy gty 58 Lrs e . .

early January, & <wa§*parfi arly hard hit by the Saigon
~ ‘

political troubles and by the humiliation to which an American

Ambassador had.been subjected. My impression was that a piece
6f him shared the sentiﬁent,of the Senator who had advised the
President that people who behaved as the South Vietnamese had
dbne simply did not measure up_EQ~wha%—éhé—gTSv;geu;d_uaééé%y
feqﬁirnw:¢ﬂtj#$ﬁwf4nn,ﬁF koeping—even—a—cloax ﬁnmmifménthx~,

S

On the other hand, his sense of the worldwide impact cf a U.S.

defeat, however valid the American excuse might be, remained

" acute.
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At ahy‘rate, the President himself was clearly in no mood
to make new decisions. He made this clear on January 6th and
’ reéeatedly'over the next two weeks,’exoressing in earthy terms
his Opigion of the way the South Vietnamese were behaving.
No new military instructions were given, and instead the Presi-
dent began to lay heavy stress on what to do about American
““dependents in Saigoni:  He feafed that anv-bombing ac;ion at-all S
against the North -- retaliatory or systematic -- would biing
on a Hanoi/VC repfisal against Americans, on the model of the
Brink’s-attack but possibly much more severe and directed
against the many American wives and children who at this stage
remained in Saigon. ' |
It was not an unreasonable fear, although others of us
thought ag; major harm unlikely. Howevefi Tavlor (and many
of us in Wa;hington) felt that‘to evacuate American dependents
before the U.S. took any stronger»aétion would be a disastrous
morale signal to the South Vietnamese, and might indeed bring
on disorders that would be just as dangerous as what. the VC
could do by themselves. (Check if tuis was argued.) Doubt-
Less Tayldr's mind went back to Berlin, where he had been
‘the‘Amefican Commandant in ; and where, during the Soviet
blockade of 1948-1949, General Lucius Clay had not only refused
to evacuate dependents but ordered home ‘any Americans,jqivilian
or -military, who did not wish to keep their dependents with
them. It had been a decision typical of the tough Roman

Proconsul that Clay was, and had certainly appeared wise and

courageous in the successful handling of the blockade. The
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" Saigon case was not a complete parallel, but the same principle
of not showing American signs of panic did seem to Taylor to
pply.

IRED 1D ENT 7R
The dependent issue, first’ raised in %jcable frem=iWashing="

/(_‘N Decryne 3/ [Pekmen "t,) )
OO el G S Yo E§§=7?F6§ the cable traffic and occasional
A =B
meetings ;“roughout the month of January. By late in the month,
--the President was- still adamant, but not ready to.ovérfrule.~m">_,__
Taylor, 1In the many discussions the President was eloquent,

even emoltional, that American women and children should not

be exposed to possible injury, that war was for men only. —Thais—

can-peTarred—a—tartisularly-—Cexerview, Lrom ore—xalsed {n_; —_
Hhog it
man—s—%e;;év-—%t_an¥~zat.,,as nis later pollcv on dependents

was to show,#t ran deep -- to the point of rejecting over

— /"
and over again pleas from his Ambassadors, at later periods,

~

for a more relaxed policy. The point is o
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his badgering of the devendent issue in January of 1965 could

be interpreted, and indeed did strike 'some of us at the time,

|J-

=~

as a stalling tactic, in effect an impractical demand for

preparatory action that he knew wculd tie up the situation un-
Lns 77

tll he could sort it out, o€4a dramatic event gave him a new

handle. In hindsight, I do not think this was the case; the

President really meant it. Recognizing Taylor's argument, he

' still wanted events to unfold so that he had time to order the

dependents out before he started anvthing serious.
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of course, the converse interpretation -- that

the raising of the dependent issue showed that the President's

mind was in ef

fect made up in favor of stronger action.* What—

ever the state of mind of his senior and junlor advisors, 2
INDSLED IN SPrre dF THE aEula'.ﬂ IMPATILNG SE MANY 8F  Tie A,

csatrnue~#e—ﬁel¢e¥e~that—&%~%hﬁs-nefae

aé—ieasi:——XtBe Pre51den

hlS own mlnd

actlon, the Br

= Fetdo
— = E=%§=ﬁlek

Gﬁ" MY SN THEr Mo &.z-) }
A * -a0& made any decision even in

After all even w1thout any Amerlcan stronger

*nk s episode had u%xeaav shown that dang r exis-

ted, and if the political situation reached the point of total

collapse and abandoning the war, the position of American de-

pendents, and.
safe or easy o
that -- being

of some, being

émericéns generally, would hardly have been a
ne. In short, clearing the decks meant just
feady for whatever might happen, and in the view
more efficient without the worry over cne's de-

>

pendents.

* One of the
pointing to a
view whether
ccncentration
Although this
actions might
since early De
a part of an e

thought for th
it. Of course
list of steps
did move to st
it became an a
right. Thus,

Pentagon chroniclers reached this conclusion,
cazble of Januarvy 25th which asked the Ambassador's
to evacuate and thus "clear the decks" for better
on efforts to help SVN. (Pentagon Parers, p. 343.)
cable did refer to the possibility that reprisal
become necessary at arv time, this had been true
cember -at least. Mnreover, the cable was only

xcnanqe of many messages going hack to the—abhLA4R4Y
&£ January,-ea& thus properlv read in the wider context of

e whole period -- which was as I have described
, evacuation of dependents was on any check-

to be included as soon as possible if the U.S.
ronger action, but after the Brink's episode
ction to be considered seriously in its own

the situation in January 1965 was gquite differ-

ent from the theoretical and long-forgotten scenarios of the

spring of 1964,

page. to drive

the raising of

to which the Times writer refers on this same
home his own interpretation (or innuendo) that
the subiect was "the signal for 'D-Day’'".
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- At any rate, we shall.see in the next chapter that as of
late January the President's most trusted subordinates, the

.very men who has wrestled the dependent issue with him ever

Al - :
-51nc§Aanuar¥>at§? were convinced he Had not made up his mind --

and were aéeply concerned at the lack of deéision. In mid-
Jénuary the President spent the great bﬁlk of his time putting
-the finishing touches on his domestic program, reviewing

one by one the series of messages that were to. go to the Con-
gress in late January and February. This was where hié heart
and mind wefe af this point - there and for two days in the
happy outpouring that came to celebrate on January 20th the
inauguration of the first elected Preside?t since from

below the Mason - Dixon line. It was gﬁg;orious interlude in

rd

a steadily darkening picture of tough decisions to come.
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Chapter 21: East Asia and the Great Powers in Early 1965

a; After the Soviet change of leadership in October, there
was some easing in the heated attacks that had been passing for
a year and a half between Moscow and Peking. Sino-Soviet rela-

tions.became more correct, but with little indication -- as Washing-

ton or mosE“GEEervéfg“Eéw‘iﬁ_:;“%ﬁét"thé“uﬁdérlying’cauSeg“of‘cBﬁ# -
flict and rivalry had been reducéd.

Most important for Southeast Asia and Vietnam, it became
apparent in the&November—January period that the Soviet Union was

taking a new interest in the area, and particularly in re-estab-

lishing some position:of respect and influence in Hanoi. One

ﬂy

4
1

drawing card, for both sides, was Hanoi's fear of American military
action and resulting need for sophisticated-air defense weapons
that only the-USSR could provide.

) Meanwhile, China had every reason for satisfaction as it looked
over fhe situation in East Asia. The Chiﬁese demestic situation
was once more showing economic progress, and to the outside eye
the leadership appeared solid and in full control. Confidence oozed
from Peking at every occasion, with a hint of threat toward Tﬁai—
land and Qith clear satisfaction at the course of events in South
Vietnam.

Indonesia. was e domr conépicuous in this period. The cohfron—

tation against Malaysia was pressed harder, although with no brilliant
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- success. Domestically, the "Sukarnoism" movement led by Adam

Malik - a subtle effort designed to offset ks Communist influence
ofl Sukarno by a counter-movement in hiS‘OWn name -- was abruptly
dissolved in chembér, signalliﬁg the virtual end of moderate
influence and the steadily growing ascenaancy 6f the PKI and the
left. Most dramatically of all, Sukarno on New Years' Day with-
drew Indonesia from the UN, ostensibly in protest against Malaysia
Vbe%ngzelected to the Security Council, but plainly with the wider
motive of dissociating Indonesia from international groupings in
which US allies and ewven neutral nations played important roles.
It was a big move tending to align Sukarno with Mao, and the
stroﬁgest signal of how far he had moved in this direction.

All-of this was watched by the rest of Sdutﬁeast Afsa, with
the visible sense that major changes in the area might be imminent,
and that China might emerge from theée chanéés, especially if
Vietnam were fo céllapse, in a much stronger position. In Washing-
ton, the atmosphere of steadily growing cgﬁcern and fear in the area
wasAboth sensed and shared, becomiﬁg an additional factor in scales

of decision already heavily weighted by East Asian considerations.

A New Feeling Out in Sino-Soviet Relations?

b. The‘year from November of 13964 to November of 1965 was a

crucial one in relations between the Soviet Union and the Chinese

"Peoples Republic. During its course, the big guestion, for the

outside world at least, was whether Khrushchev's departure would

mean any healing of the rift that had developed since 1958 or 19582
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and that, in hindsight, had its roots right back to 1945 if not
.earliér. As the year ended, there was an explosion of new invective,

which started frcim the Chinese side in a famous Peking Review

article of November (12), 1965, and included, on both sides, re-
velétions.of events that had taken placg in the previous twelve
monthf._ The conclusion then became clear, to observers in late
1965 as to later scholars, that there probably never had been much
chance of anything resembling a rapprochement. The New Soviet
leadership had been just as zealous as Khrush;hev in combatting

Chinese influence within the Communist world, and at most warily

exploring whether there 'existed some common ground with the

Chinese on a feﬁ issues. The Chinese, for their part, had been

rengh throughout the year ..aag pursuing their objectives, often

in cogflict with the Soviets, with extra zeal. The rift was, if
.. anything,deeper.

But this fairly clear view of what Eappened -—- rather clearer
and more rapidly achieved than for most other periocds in the story
of growing Sino-Soviet difference -- was not available at tnc s*art
of 1965, or more than gradually over the course of the year. Mostly,
the dealings between Moscow and Peking were private, only coming
to the surface on rare occasions, éxprgssing themseives rather

'.fhrough the indirect evidence of deeds than through the kind of
Adirect accusations that héd lit up the sky in 1963-64 and were to

o N again after November 1965. Western observers were scrambling to
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draw inferences from scraps of-behavior. If tﬁey happened to be
proved nearly right ---as was the case for the American official
.oﬁserQers and thz resulting Administrat#on judgments -- it must
nonethéless be taken into account that the evidence did not

permit confidence. In the shaping of policy, allowances had to

be made for what could conceivably have been serious error.

£ e ‘ - . o
- Thus-ipeci-fiestivr—to-the~ifisst-—three—months-of this—critica
=
To Rl4N THE NEU Fluesniy .
veaits ACHou—éﬁJLéi showed up IOr the Soviet anniversary celebration

on November 7th, 1964, and stayed on for a week of talks. Nothing

was published about these talks, and their léngth plus ggé'absence

of a specific of especiqlly glowing communique suggested that,

whiie communication ﬂad béen achie&ed, any wide agreement had not.
The other touchstone of those first weeks of the new regime

of Brezhnev<;nd Kosygin was its attitude to;ard thé preliminary

conference of‘world Communist parties thch Khrushchev had scheduled

for December of 1964. The capstone of Khrushchev's attempt to

enlist almost all Communist parties in denunciation of Peking's

L
, . Ay A . -
"adventurlsmg and possikblyiastill—fursher-—-a65i0n5—as—a—s0Emad
<onierenee the project had been divisive both in the Communist

world and probably among the Moscow leadership. Perhaps it had

-

Leen a key factor in Khrushchev's downfall, with the lively pros-

"pect that after the likely £low of ideological blood at the Con-

>‘ference, "the whole Communist movement would be a shambles."*

* Foy D. Kohler., Understanding the Russians, p. 387, advances th%s
thesis plausibly. Xohler was American Ambassador in Moscow at thils
time, and as we shall see a shrewd observer. ’

~

s
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In rejecting the Soviet Commuﬁigt Party"s invitation, the Chinese
pommunist Party had geﬁtly suggested that "the day you convene
(this) échismatic meeﬁiné will be the day you step into your
gravef"#‘ '
| Faced with this prospect, Brezhnev and Kosygin waffled.

First they annouﬁced on that the conference would be post-

P —_—
poﬁed from December, and then on ‘they announced that it had
been re-scheduled for early March. The Chinese could hardly be
cheered by this announcement, and observers cpncluded that the
wholliy chanéed tone of the propaganda on both sides was of limited
and possibl& temporary significance.** |

Thus, by the beginning of 1965, the American Administration --
with most others -- saw little underlving change in the overall
Sino-Soviet relationship. But there could be no certainty that
the two might not draw together under pressure,

New Soviet Interest in Asia

c. At the same time, it was becoming apparent that the Soviet
Union wanted to re-establish some degree of influence and prcsernce
in Southeast Asia, especially in North Vietnam. Whereas Khrushchev
in his last year or more of power had been "prepared to leave Viet-

> ﬂw 3 s b A 4
nam to the Chinese,” perhaps counting on the Americans to contain
China there, the new Soviet regime moved promptly to get back into

the Vietnamese situation.

*  NYT, August 31, 1964. Davids, p. 118.

** Ulam, p. 696-7, says: "The tone of the Sino-Scviet dispute beocame
more subdued, and professions of "unshakable unity" in the face of an
“imperialist attack began to be heard again. But essentially the

impasse continued.”
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" The ieVer for doing so was ready on hand.. After the Tonkin

Gulf incident, Le Duan, the secretary of the Lao ang Party and one
of Hanbi's top leaders under Ho, ﬁad'visited Moscow,'without‘apparent
result, Almost.certainly,.however, he made clear in this visit

. how much Hanoi feared further American air attacks and how defense-
lessyit was. .Air defense was_ap_greaupﬁ_miLitary capacity inﬁ
which‘the Soviet Union had developed sophisticated ground-to-air
SA-2 missiles which were far more effective against jet aircraft
than guns could ever be. Thus, the Soviets must have given thought
to the problem, and beén prepared to move promptly in this ares,
and pérhaps others, when iij opportunity presented itself.

ZR

(/?(‘/Hg /A'f, NPT Nea

Ve .
This it did whéﬁ}?ham Van Dong eame to Moscow for the anni-

versary in early November. The side talks were not extensive, but

e

an effort was made on both sides to demonstrate cordiality. The
possibility of an early deal for missiles and other military aid
at once occurred to American observérs, and seemed to be borne
out when a working—level Soviet delegation, including military
officers, was learned to have visiiad Hanoi in late December. (Check.)

With the di5c0Ver§ of this mission, American thinking on~th§
SoVieg attitﬁde and possible role in Vietnam came .into focus. On

;, Ambassador Kohler cabled a careful appraisal of the new

Soviet position.

(space for its conclusion and tenor.)
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Thus, as the'tormented month of january moved on, Kohler in
Moscow andvThompson in Washinéﬁon -- the two sénior men on whom-
Rusk and the President overwhelmingly relied for knowledge énd
"feel"»of the Soviet Union -- had>come clearly to oné conclusion

and tentatively to two others. The sure thing was that the

- Soviet Union would be helping North Vietnam considerably more,

in both economic and military_terms. This was partly for the sake .

£ .
of *influence in Southeast Asia, and partly to show Soviet firmness
in support of a threatened Socialist country. It was essential to

remove any basis for a charge of weakness, as the Soviets moved to

~get the widest possible acceptance of their own foreign policy

line of watchful coexistence as cpposed to Chinese militancy.

Secondjaaé:&ees=suz€§z§ the Soviets nonetheless did not want

the war in Vietnam to expand. Any wider war meant a risk of direct
Ve

Chinese involvement, and if China were drawn in with military forces

in any way, the Soviets would face the harshest kind of crisis and

choice, whether to invoke the 1950 Treaty with China and thus be-

. come directly involved themselves, or to stand aside and Geasnesy LET

Bt DLsTRIYED,
all pretence of Communist solidarity; Short of direct Chinese in-

volvement, both Kohler and Thompson by this time saw little chance
thaﬁ events in Vietnam would truly draw the Soviets and Chinese
back together in any real sense; this much had already been read
into the Soviet handling of the Communist cohferenée, and the
general mood in Moscow. They did not know what would happen if it

came to a situation falling under the 1950 Treaty, but were fairly .

‘sure Moscow did not want to face this situation and find out for

~
N
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itsélf. Moreo&er, they were by now persuaded that the new Soviet
leaders stil; set gxrest store by their relations to the US and |
wanted as little risk as possible even of seriously soured rela-
tions, much lese of war. The top priority for the Soviet Union

was the consolidatino of its position with the Communist world, but
US/Sovxet relations were still important. ) -

Thlrdly, and really as an outcome of the flrSu tvO elements

in Soviet policy, the Soviets were on a cleft stick when it came

to any question of peace in Indochina. Their ideal outcome would

be a victorv for Hanoi in the Sout“, without further American inter-
Nl

vention. To the Soviets this outcome musthave appeared guite pos-

t
)ﬁ

sible, and teeee—eefamb;e—ee Helo North Vietnam weweld DOSltlon“}
tﬁem to assume a new role if Hanoi emerged in control of a somewhat
Titoist Vietnam wanting to protect itselsf ffom China with the help
of others. AE'the same time, the Soviets with +heir long experience
in the unpredictability of American ‘behavior (most notably in Korea)
must have racognized that there wae no small chance that at some
point in any conceivable Vietnam sequence, even if Hanoi stood on
the verge of victory, the Rmericans .ight still act. Hence, their
realistic preference -- particularly if the US did intervene fur-
ther or the war looked like dfagaing on -- would be that the Viet-
nam crisis somehow be resolved, or at lease gotten out of the way,
by a Laos type muddled/;ettlementI

Yet, the Laos experience itself had demonstrated that Soviet

1inﬁ1uence went only a little way even in Hanoi's secondary target
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areas. On issues involving South Vietnam itself, Soviet influ-
ence seemed likely to be limited for some time to come, although
conceilably its advice would be well received, as time went on
and Soviet aid grew in importance. The conclusion was that at
some point the Soviet Union might be a useful force for peace in
Vietnam, and that certainly every effort should be made to keep

- T T T T T T (G NEL USaNT - _—
thlS chance alive. The action L2;lt+ed wami w1th Lhe e&f&z
resolve of the_Johnson Administration, ever since early 1964 and
LTI A Bz ar )
4§wa%{§ff§f”3rezhnev and Kosvcln took over, to continue the

Kennedy line of seeking maximum possible cooperation and settlement

of disputes with the USSR. (citations.)

r

S Thus, the Soviet Union by January had once again assumed, as

215
¥

ih 1961 and 1962, a central potential role in the Vietnam dispute
and in American calculations concerning it.f'The Soviets had ac-
quired ét least a‘toehold in North Vietnam, and it was no great
surprise when on January 31, 1965, it was announced that Xosygin
himself would go to.Hanoi, for (stéted purpose). We shall see in
the next chapter how this event came to play a crucial part in the

whole story.

Chinese Confidence and Prest*qe at a Peak

d. During the last months of 1964 and Januar v of 1965, there
was no striking Chlnese act or event. Yet the whole tenor of

Chinese behavior, combined with what was happening in Southeast

A&sa, p01nted to steadily growing Chinese confidence and prestige

© there. On hindsight, one can surmise that if the inner papers of
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tﬁe Chinese goﬁernment for this period were ever revealed, £hey
migh£ show a host of actién plans for the coming year. Or pér—'
haps iﬁ was é case not so much of formal planning but rather of
seeing a number of opportunities to be taken as they presented

themselves. Whichever it may have been, the situation in many

areas. of the world must have looked extraordinarily rosy to the

Chinese. Let us take these areas in ascending ordeér &f importaice,”

.

as they must have éppeared to the Chinese themselves, and as they
struck the American éovernmeqt at the time.
First, in Africa, the Chinese were ridiné high -- to the
' point where in January of 1965 there was instituted within the

il

State Department -a special monthly series of intelligence studies

on just what the Chinese were doing in individual African countries.
After the first high-level Chinese visit of-December 1963, Chou

en Lai had gone afound again in June of 1964 (check dates and re-
sults). By January, the Chinese had stroﬂé positions in (descrike-

countries.)

Second there was the Chinese effort to spread influence in
the whole Third World. If the Chi-aese were somewhat put out at
the prospect that the Soviet Union might organize most Communist-
partiés aéainst the militant Chinese line, they had their own
counter ready to hand in an area of the world that was much more
fluid and open to manipulation‘at the expense of the Soviets and
others. The Afro-Asian conference, the first since Bandung in

=T ! 1955, had now been scheduled fo; Algiers in June, and in‘the pre-
liminary meetings the Chinese were gaining at every turn. (des-

¢cribe status in more detail.)
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All this was‘moving slowly. Whaﬁ the Chinese had accomplished
to this point in Africa and aﬁoﬁg the Afro-Asién nations seemed
to demonstrate‘less a strictly ideological appeal of Communist
doctrihe than Chinese capacity to identify with frusfrations and
aspirations and, to this point, to play a fairly sophisticated
" game -- getting\a lot of leverage for very modest outlays in aid.
But the Chinese "forward policy"_in Africa did seem_anéthef strong ..
. .
indication of Chinese will and ability to exploit weaknesses in
Asia or Africa, wherever they might occur.
Third, sticking tq an ascending order of impo:tanée, Chinese
- policy in South Asia had now taken on a strong power-play cast.

After the initiation of substantial American military aid to India

=

in 1963, and the even greater amounts of Soviet help (which the
United States declined to try to match), it was perhaps natural

that Pakistan_should have become.edgy. The new American and British
military help was strictly directed to Indian forces aligned against
the Chinese threat, with an American miséion to check that this

was adhered to: on-the other hand, Soviet help was most conspicuous
in the Indian Air Forée, promising ¢ver time to give India a
pronounced air sﬁperiority over Pakistan. In effect, whereas -
thé‘Ameriéan and British ﬁelp to India might not have set Pakistan
on edge, the Soviet additional role -- reflecting Indian desires

both for aid as such and for help from both sides -- made it al-

most imperative both practically and psychologically for
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Pekistan to seek a new big power friend. The US at this stage
was continuing its long-standing military aid to Pakistan, bet
ﬁad rejected appeals to increase the lewvel after the Indian pro—
gram was initiafed. In short, the situation between India and
Pakistan had now become a cockpit of great power struggle, above

all between China and the Soviet Union. (Check Barnds.)

This again had been a gradual process. 1In 1964, 6ne could

see the Pakistan press and pollt1c1ans taking a steadily more
friendly line toward the Chinese, and the pace of visits steadily
quickened, along with the visible delivery of.military equipment
from China.* In (January - check) of 1965, the most dramatic move

H

to date was announced -- a formal state visit by President Ayub

of Pakistan to China, to take place at the end of February, Again,

P Lade Ten N WAS EnE 25 LAt

this was not™a matter on which the American’ gorernmeab—could-be

~

mQre—thon—feintla senescrsads with plans alrsady under way for Ayub

to be invited to the US later in the spring, and with the long-
standing friendship between Avub and President Johnson, Washington
did not judge the Pakistani actions harshly, or as more than a

practical set of .moves to counter the Indian military build-up.

T SLEUEnt & DD ALPERA
But en~«ne~@hkaese—s¢de.&é was.:seefl as another instance of act*ve
W { Arrg B pE /‘u"r)
Chinese foreign policy, putidisg China's welgthlnto the balance

of power in South-Asia, in part doubtless to protect China's

-

territorial interest in Tibet from the possible eventual threat

of an externally aided Indian military establishement, but also --

. so it seemed ~-- to project Chinese influence, for its own sake,

* Zafuillah at Oxford in September 1364.
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into. an area where it had never historically been. ﬁnderstand—'

able perhaps -- and indeed more in the classic Chinese pattern of

behavior than the efforts in Africa and the'Afro—Aéian world - the

emerging Chinese policy in South Asia was nonetheless another piece
. in the overall picture of China‘at surge.

But it was in the fourth area, Southeast Asia itself, that

ChineSe interest was almost certginly greatest, and its prospects
most vividly hrightening. In South Vietnam, the Chinese made no
new moves in the period from November through January of 1965.
Their propaganda continued to make clear their satisfaction at

the course of events, and by the turn of the year Chinese comment

¢ @
s

%

had the tinge of.victory for the Viet Cong being within sight.
(Quotes.) Plainly, the Chinese were exultant at the prospect of
what they cazied a (epithet) setback for th; Americans.
With thié‘satisfaction went signs that the Chinese themselves

expected to take advantage of whatg&er might happen favorably in

~ South Vietnam. On New Year's Day, the Chinese Foreign Minister,
Ch'en Yi, went so far as to boast: "Thailand is next“A-— a remark
reported (how and wheré). That the boast was not idle was sugges-
ted by thé beginning, in December, of powerful short-wave broad—.
casts-geamed at Thailand from a station calling itself the voice
of the ?ﬁai Independence Movement, and containing strong revolution-

ary propaganda calling on the Thai people to revolt and throw out

their leaders. In January, the same station announced the formation
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of a. "Patriotic Front of Thailand.” From the first,fAmerican
direction-finding placed the station in China, leading to the
e&sax.éonclusion that China was supporting the Movement and the
Front. Although no'North Vietnamese role in Thailand would yet
. be detected, it seemed a reasonéble surmise that Peking was

agtipé_g? }?EEE-WEF?_E?Q %Eowlnge-and support éf Hanoi.* ‘

. %n 1ate 1964, Cambodia was reacting in a different way to its
picture of the situation in Southeast Asia. If Sihanouk had con-
cluded by late 1963 -that Hanoi and the Viet Cong would probably

win in South Vietnam, this belief must have hardened to certainty

by the summer of 1964, andit—was—at-that-—pime—&act éé began clear-

ly to attempt to.secure the future of his country by wooing Peking AMD>
seeking its support as a counterpoise to Eanoi, in effect an in-

—_ e
surance policy against a Hanol victory. All through the spring
and summer of—diplomacy, Sihanouk may have hoped that the French
would come into the picture, through the convening of a conference
or the gaining of support for neutralization. This hope may have
waned by fall; at any rate it was at that time in earlf October,
that Sihanouk made the dramatic move or visiting Peking, and the
less dramatic one of refusing to receive the credgptials of a new
Ameriéén Ambassador. Randolph Kidder had been appcinted with
Sihanouk's agreement in July, arrived in anom Penh in August (check)

—~- and then cocled his heels for weeks. Finally, in early October,

it was conveyed to him that the Prince's refusal to receive him was

S ¥ RLT. Dommen, 'How Secure is Thailand"” NR, 5/1/65.
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a matter of considered policy. He was then withdrawn, and affairs

left in the hands of an experienced charge, - .
In November, things went rapidly from bad to worse, and on

November (16) Sihanouk publicly threatened to break relations

. altogether. The US then felt out Cambodian willingness for quiet

talks, got-—a favorable response, -and set up-a mission under a senior -
&

Foreign Service Officer, Philip Bonsal. The talks were held in New
Delhi, where the Cambodian Ambassador was, Nong Kimny, who had

formerly been in Washington and had many friends there including

" Bonsal. (Describe the talks and their negative outcome.) Al-

though the US sought notﬁihg in these talks except an honorable
basis for maintaining its Embassy in Phnom Penh, the impasse was
in the end unresolved. Plainly, Sihanouk had made his bet firm,
that the United States would not.be a factor in his future -- or
at least that his most likely protector, China, would never for-
give his trafficking with the United'Statés, while if the US did
hold on, it would not hold his difficult behavior against him.

All these were straws in the wiud, from which many in South-
east Asia,mighﬁ have concluded that the wind was rising from the .
Tast. . But the strongest set of even%s was in Indonesia, which be-
tween September and January moved rapidly on many fronts.

Most obviously, confrontation with Malaysia was steadily
stepped up. This in itself tended to increase the power and local

standing of the PKI, which had from.the first been the strongest
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Indonesian political group .urging "kontrontaoi." More to the
point, however, the fall of 1964 saw the flowering and then the
abrupt end of the most important move tc moderate Sukarno S course.

(Descrlbe the Murba party, Malik, the Sukarnoism movement,
and the way it .developed and then was lopped off.)

Finaliy, Sukarno made a truly dramatic move on New Year's
ﬁay itself. During 1964, in thé“&tiet jooieylng of United Nations
politics, it had been worked out that Malaysia should occupy, fot
1965, one of the non-permanent Security Council soots’selected by
the General Assembly and allocated by custom, through careful bar-
gaining, on mixed grounds of geography,’alignment in the cold war,
and other factors. Since early fall, the predicted slate had been
generally known in New York and throughout the world without visi-
ble protest. Although Malaysia was a very hew member, created only
in 1963 in its fuil form embracing Singapore as well, its standing
in New York was good, and it may have gaiﬁed additional sympathy
through its restrained handling of the Security Counoil proceeding
of September.

At auy rate} when the United Nations General Assembly finally
met in December for a bob-tailed session postponed repeatedly be-
cause of a major wrangle over financing of peace-keeping operations
(the so-called Article 19 dispute), tha sléte_wgs duly olected,

without audible protest from Indonosié, which had itself occupied

a Security Council seat in (year or years).
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However, Sukarno suddenly turned on January 1, and announced
that Indonesia was forthwith leaving the Urited Naﬁions entirely,
for the stated reason that Malaysia was unfit for the Security
Council. In view of the history on this point, if seemed at once

clear that his motives went much further, and the language of his

speech went so far as to suggest (what?) that he was mov1ng In-
donesia far over to the Chinese view, to the point of .attacking
the whole idea of the United Nations and seeking to set up a rival
organization of these countries he had.COme to call "new emerging
forces" (CONEFO'S), in opposition tu the "o0ld established forces"
(ODDEFO'S). Bizarreias these acronyms may sound bsdav? they had
at the time a following among many naulons - and were at any rat
symbolic of the great degree to which Sukarno had by now come to
share central pOlntS in the basic line that Peking was peadllng
to the nations of the Third World. All in all, Suka:no by late
January had moved to a heavily pro;Peking position at home, and
in the Third World, and was intensifying a confrontation struggle
that could only weaken Malaysia if it did not destroy it.

| These Indonesian events were vivid to the American governmenf
and se£ off during January 1965 an abortive flurry of high-level
consideration of totally new moves. Ever aince President Kennedy's
death, en&—éﬁéeeé—ﬁeéoqgg Ambassador ﬁoward Jones had urged'that

Sukarno could be influenced by personal attention and courtesy, in
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particular by an invitation from President Johnson to pay another
visit to the US as he had done twice in 1961.% Now the idea was
revived by my staff, arguing that Sukarno had now gone so far

that oniy such a dramatic action stood a-chancé of reaching him.

At thé same time, the proponents reCOgniéed that the British could
be‘mortally; and rightly; offended if they'were not carefully con-
sulted. The result, in late January of 1965, was a cable, drafted
by me and approved personally'by Secretary Rusk,'instruéting Bruce
in London to sound out the British government. So far as the re-
cord shows, -there was never a formal reply, though Bruce himself
used a full and colorful range of adjectives to convey his negative
view; its essence was'that'the British would ﬁhihk we were out of
our minds. Perhaps they did, briefly, but the matter died a natural
death after fébruary 7th. The episode stapéé, I sﬁppose, simply

as a measure of the grasping at straws to which the American govern-

th

ment had been driven by this time. Indonesia's drift appeared, as

Harriman had put it to the President the vear before, (likely to
4

deliver Indonesia effectively into the arms of the Chinese), but

the US was without any local influence or wider power to ari:ct the

"situation.

So, on any possible reading, the omens in early 1965 looked

.favorable to the Chinese. How Mao and his colleagues regarded them

" could safely be inferred from the series of welcoming statements,

for the various Indonesian moves in particular. Perhaps the Chinese

¥ (Cites from Jones book.
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mood was most vividly portrayed in an iﬁterview that Mao himself
granted in January to Edgar Snow, the only Americén journalist who
for years had been allowed entry to China and a favorite soundiﬁg
board for Mao on many earlier and later occasiens. The interview
was quiet, confident, and relaxed. Mao .seémed sincere in believing
the U$ was doomed in Vietnam, spoke happily of China's efforts in
Africa and on the Afro-Asia front, and was tepid .on any real change
in Sino-Soviet relations. All in all, Mao contemplated a restored

domestic picture and seemed to see a growing tide of success and

opportunity abroad.*

]

How All This Registered in Washington

e. It would be a mistake to conclude that all these events
had by early“i965 created in Washington any/éharp éhange in mood’
toward China,_Qr a sense of rapidly approaching denouement in a
strgggle for great-power influence in East Asia between China and

America. Events were seen one by one, and not pulled tcgether

into a much darker picture than had existad before

(7] '
Moreover,[China looked generally more threatening and powci-

“ful in this "on the eve" period, it was also true that the Soviet

Union's new interest in East Asia seemed e=—tha.whoie faintly hope-

.ful, at least for the middle and long term. Obviously, the very

' Chinese gains and prospects that concerned the US also concerned

the Russians, and indeed in many areas <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>