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MEMORANDUM 

THE WHITE HOUSE 

WASHINGTON 

Saturday, January 27, 1968 
b : 'f .,- ( " """'- . 

i ! d 7 · ~ c)v· 

MEMORANDUM FOR THE PRESIDENT 

SUBJECT: Incidents in the Gulf of Tonkin, August, 1964 

Attached are papers which address themselves to allegations that 
the incidents in the Gulf of Tonkin in August, 1964, did not take 
place but if they did, occurred in territorial waters. 

1. 	 Ambassador Stevenson, in presenting our complaint to the United 
Nations Security Council on August 5, said that the first Tonkin 
incident involving the SS Maddox occurred 30 miles at sea from 
the mainland of No r th Vi etnam. The second incident involving 
the SS Maddox and the SS C. Turner Joy occurred 65 miles 
offshore. (Tab A} 

The Vietnamese have, at various times, advanced the claim 

that the entire Gulf of Tonkin was a closed area, i.e., 

territorial waters. No major maritime state has acknowledged 

this claim. The map showing the precise track of the first 

incident is attached. (Tab B} 


2. 	 As regards allegations that neither of these attacks took place, 
there is attached a statement by the Defense Department giving 
conclusive proof that the U. S. destroyers were attacked twice 
while they were on patrol in international waters. (Tab C) 

~ 
Bromley Smith 
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982 :p .. · AMERICA~ FOREIG~ POLICY, 1964 

Document IX-130 	 again s 
moto!" tUnited States Complaint to the United Nations Security Council 
AmericConcerning "Deliberate Aggression by the Hanoi Regime": STATE· 
seas as 

. :IIEXT ~L\DE BY THE U.S. HEPRESEXTATIYE. (STEVEXSOX) IX THE r.~. 
tornedoSECURITY Couxc1L, A-cG-csT 5, 1964 (Exm:nPTs) 8' Ther 
planneciI h:n·e asked for this urgent meeting to bring to the attention of ent. in i1the Security Council nets- of delibcrnte aggression by the Hanoi !'I'· work ogime against naval units of the United States. objectiY 

~-Iv ( 
..At S:08 a..m. Greenwich meridian time, August 2, 1964; the United ). and relf''· Stn.tes destroyer 111addox was on routine patrol in international warm ~ion. I 

in the Gulf of Tonkin. proceeding in n. southeasterly direction ll\\':tY Vietnar 
from the coast nbout 30 miles at sea from the mainhnd of North Yit>t­ lhu~ted 
Xam. Tho .:11addox was approached bv three high-speed :Xorth Vil·!· which v 
nn.mese torpedo boats in ntt:ick formntfon. 'When it was evident tl::1~ that the 
these torpedo boats intended to take offensive action, the illaddo.t'. in to ha tc 
accordance with naval practice, fired three wa,rning shots across tlw tolerate 
bows of the approaching vessels. At approximately the same tillw. 
the aircraft carrier Ticonderoga, which was also in internation::i :\fr. Iwaters and had been alerted to the impending attack, sent out fo1:r in intenaircraft to provide cover for the i1faddox, the pilots being under onh·~ Let n­not to fire unless they or the i1laddox were fired upon first. 

ncceptetTwo of the attacking craft fired torpedoes, which the 11ladd11.r 
Let rr. _evaded by changing course. All three attacking vessels directe<l m:l· 

chincgun fire at the J]faddox. One of the attackin~ vessels appronchd kind un 
for close attack and 'va.s struck by .fire from the illaddox. After t!?i: And ~ 
attack was broken off, the i1faddox continued on a southerly course iu is the r 
international waters. . Clmrter 

Xow, )fr. President, clearly this was a delibemte armed attack n.gnin:,-t The r 
a naval unit of the United States Government on pn,,trol in the hi:.di Tonkin 
seas-almost 30 miles off the ma.inland. Nevert.heless, my GovermneHt nl e~pla 
did its utmost to minimize the explosive potential of this flagrant nt~ .\s isoh\ 
tack in the hopes that this might be an isolated or unca.lcula.ted action. South ' 
There was local defensive fire. The United States was not clrn"·n into of a scl 
hasty response. murder 

crowdo 
Our hopes that this was an isolated incident did not last long-...\t .All tl 

2 :35 p.m. Greenwich meridian time, August 4, ,-.hen it was nighttrn:·: pa.ttern 
in the Gulf of Tonkin, the destroyers J/add.ox and 0. Turner Joy wer.~ decade : 

Viet-Na 
"Department of State Bulletin., Aug. 24, WG4, pp. 2i2-274. The united Stntt"I tion of 

had rcqnested n meeting of the Security Council on Aug. 4 to di~cuss its c<;:Jl· ment of
plnint 'l'he subject was debated at the 1140th and 1141st meetings o! thP ~·­ acts ofcurity Council, Aug. 5 and 7. The tc:xts of documents transmitted to tbe ·" · 
curity Council by the Xorth Yietnnm<'se goYermncnt denyin~ the tr.s. th:ir::•; the int£ 
and accusing the United States of violation of its territorial waters, net-' .,_ 
war, and aggre~sion in South Viet-Xam urc contained in t:.X. docs. S/G~~S a::i: 
S/;;!)07. The South Vietnamese Go1•ernment forwarded documents ln SUfll' " -	 .. See P' 

14 See a,•)f tile U.S. position ( U.X. tlocs. S/::iS!l2 and S/uOOG). 
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TBE FAR EAST, SOUTH .A.~D SOCTHE.A.ST ASIA 983 

again subjected to an nrmecl attack by an undetermined number of 
motor torpedo boats of the Xorth Vietnamese navy. This time the 
American vessels were Gil miles from shore. t"·ice as far out on the hizh 
seas as on the occasion of the pre\'ions a.itack. This time numerous 
torpedoes were fired. That attack lasted for over 2 hours. 

TheTe no longer could be any shadow of clopbt that this was a 
planned. deliberate military aggression a(J'ainst vessels lawfully pres­
ent. in international ''"aters. One could onlv conclude that this \Vas the 
''ork of authorities dedicated to the use~ of force to achieve their 
ohjl.'cth·es, regardless of the consequences. 

:\Iv Government therefore determined to take positive but limited 
and i·elevant measures to secure its naval units against further aggres­
sion. Last night aerial strikes were thus carried out against :North 
Vietnamese torpedo boats and their support facilities. This action was 
limited in scale. its only targets being the weapons and facilities again~t 
"IYhich we had been forced to defend ourseives.85 Our fervent hope IS 
thnt the point has now been madethnt acts of armed aggression are not 
to be to1ernted in the Gulf of Tonkin any more than they are to be 
tolerated anywhere else. 

. 
)fr. President, let me repeat that the United States vessels were 

in in terna.tional waters when they were attacked. 
Let me repeat that freedom of the seas is guaranteed under long­

accepted international law applying to all n_ations ali~e. 
Let me repeat that these "l'essels took no belligerent actions of any 

kind until they were subject to armed attack 
.And let me say once more that the action they took in self-defense 

is the right of a.11 nations and is fully within the provisions of the 
Charter of the United Nations . 

The acts of aggression by the Xorth Vietnamese in the Gulf of 
Tonkin make no sense whatsoever standing alone. They defy ration­
al eXl)lanation except as pa1t of a. larger pnttern with a. larger purpose. 
.:\.s isoln.ted events, the kidnaping of village officials in the Republic of 
South Viet-Nam makes no sense either. Xeither does the burning 
of a. schoolhouse-or the sabotage of an irrigation project-or the 
murder of a. medical worker-or the random bomb thrown into a 
crowd of innocent people sitting in a cafe . 

All these wanton acts of violence and destruction fit into the larger 
pattern of what has been going on in Southeast Asia for the past 
decncle and a half. So does the :mning of terrorist gangs in South 
Yiet-Xam by the regimes in Hanoi :mcl Peiping. So does the infiltra­
tion of armed personnel to make war nga.inst the legitimate govern­
ment of tha.t nation. So does the fighting in Laos 86-and all the 
acts cif subversion-and all the propag:mdn.-n.nd the sabotage of 
the international machinery established to keep the peace by the 

""Ree f)Q.~t. doc. IX-l3?i. 

••See ante, doc:,i. IX-S~!l!J. 
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US DESTROY.ER A'I'':'.:'A.CKED BY NORI1H VIETN.t\J\f.E:SE Fr BOA'I'S 

At 020350 EDT; while on routine patrol i4 the Gulf 

of Tonkin; the US destroyer MADDOX (n:c:..731) was approacted 

by three North Vietnamese motor torpedo boats (see r:·:a:p) 

with the apparent intention of launching a torpedo at~ack. 

rrhe MADDOX retired to the eastward a.t 2·7 knots, while the 

torpedo boats continued to close. As the boats ayproached 

to 9,000 yards at 020408 EDT;i MADDOX fired three wa:;.·ni~1g 

shots from her 5- inch battery. The PT boats did ~ot a:te~ 


course and were taken under.continuous fire. The boa~s 


closed to 5,000 yards where they lau~ched two torpedoes 

at 020L~21 EDT. The MADDOX tu:r.ned away:; and the to:r·pedocs 

passed well clear. One cf the three boats received a 

direct hit and dropped a torpedo in the water which 6id 

not appear to function. Machine ~un fire ~rorn the 

torpedo boats resulted i~ one hit on the MADDOX. The:'e 

were no US casualties. (S) 


At 020430 EDT, four F- 8E aircra.fti armed with ZUNI 

rockets and 20-mm. amr.mniti on,, arrived from USS 'I1ICONDEnOGA 

( CVA-14) . The aircraft. attacked the boats and repor·ted 

one PT boat dead in the water and burni;,1go· The othe:t'.' tuo 

boats fled toward shore with minor damage. ll'IA!):::lOX . con­

tinued southward to rendezvous with the destroyer TURl'rnR 

JOY (DD-951) and the tanker ASHTABULA (A0- 51). (S) 


The Joint Chiefs of Staff !:ave dir·ected the 7.iIADD8X 
and the TURNER JOY to conti.nu.e the patrol as indicated on 
the map, remaining 11 or more miles c0±1:-;"sh:Jre,, vi:..t:-: comba"c 
air patrol (CAP) during daylight hours. In ~he event 
these patrollin~ ships are atta~ked, they ~~~e been di~ecte6 
to seek to des troy the at ta'e:king fo:c·ces. ~-:0v:2v0r, Durs:..::.i~ 
into hostile waters or air space is not a~tho~ized.~ (S) 

SOURCE : 	 CTG 72.l 0209492 (S~; CTG 77~ 5 0215062 (S);

JCS 7680 0217252 (S;; JCS 7681 022349Z (S) 


DECLASSIFIED --9p . 	•v ..,_. e "' ......,~ii:s • < • ·· -~or_, = · •
i: ..:.. :....;i .L...: -"'.::....: ,:;. . Authority NLJ 9 3 -17/ 

By ~ , NAHS, Date 10-1!-J>~ 

3 .Aug 64 
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STATEMENT BY DEFENSE DEPARTMENT SPOKESMAN 

Gulf of Tonkin 

·Any suggestion that the August 1964 attacks on U.S. destroyers 
in the Tonkin Guli did not occur is contrary to the known facts. 

The two attacks were made on August Z and 4 when U.S. c:Iestroyers 
were on patrol in i.nternational waters. The attacks were seen, heard, · ...-­

. and detected electronically by tra crews of the ships. 

\. 

During the first, daylight, attack, photos ~were.~ken of the attacking 

torpedo boats, and dam.ag~ was done to the destroyer by machine 

gun bullets. 


The evidence that the destroyers. were attacked is conclusive. 
· it 'includes: ·' 

AUGUST Z ATTACK ') 

l) . Visual sighting of three torpedoe boats making daylight runs on 

. the Destory~r MADDOX and firing at least .£our t.orpedoe·s. 


, • ·r'· 

2) Photographs of the attackers taken from ships and aircraft. ... 
i 

: : 
3) 	Damage to the MADDOX from Nol:'th Vietnamese fire. 

...~ 
.AUGUST 4 ATTACK 

l) 	 Radar tracks of fast, small craft parrelling and then closing in 

on the Destroyers MADDOX and TURNER JO_Y . .. 


2) 	Numerous sonar .detections of torpedoes fired at the dest:>oyers, 

reported by the sonar man who' manned the MADDOX'S equipment 

throughtout the attack. 


3) Visual sighting by an officer and several crewmen of the WAKE of a 

torpedo passing near the TURNER JOY• 


•• 

4) Visual sighting of the attac~ing craft lit by aircraft flares and 


by shells fired during the engagement. · · - · \ 


• - • .:L ·-· 
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;. 5) 	Visual sighting of a. sea.rch light beam from one of the 
attacking craft. 

6) · Visual sighting of anti aircraft fire directed at A."'nerican 
planes overhead. 

7) 	Visual sighting from aircraft of the WAKE of a small,· fast 
craft near the destroyers . 

~ 

Persons who have examined a.ll of theevioo~c~ can have no 
doubt that the MADDOX twice and·the TURNER JOY once wereI

i. attacked by North Vietnamese small naval craft well in inter­
national waters and without _provocation;.. 1".' . 

(~ 'i 

•• r.! 1" 

Dictated by phone by Miss Valenti (ll-70713) 12/22/67·. 
_·.·I

taken by C.: L. Horn · 
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