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Introduction

The assassination of South Vietnamese PresidemONdh Diem on November
1, 1963, left a leadership void in Saigon that wexger filled. Heads of state went
through Saigon like a revolving door, yet nonehwsrh were able to successfully lead and
govern the people of South Vietnam.

On the other side of the globe, President of thieddrStates John F. Kennedy
was assassinated on November 22, 1963. While tBeHad a line of succession,
President Johnson was relatively new to the Vietagnation. Even though Johnson was
new, he still had Kennedy’'s cabinet and adviseaddis decisions. Despite this, by
early 1964 two new leaders, Nguyen Khanh and Lynlidimson sought a solution to the
decades long struggle in Vietham.

President Johnson inherited a three-front wariginam. One front was North
Vietnamese support of the Viet Cong (VC) insurgeimc$outh Vietham, and Johnson
had to stop this support in order to defeat the Vi@ insurgency itself constituted
another front that had to be defeated in orderdmtain a free and independent South
Vietnam. The third overarching front was the creawnf a stable and legitimate
government in Saigon capable of governing the meopEouth Vietnam. The question
for his administration was on which of these asp&xfocus. Before Johnson could make
that decision, he first had to decide if the Ulgudd continue to aid Saigon; therefore,
he had three options: leave Vietham, continue iaduisory role, or escalate U.S.
involvement.

The political and military situations in Vietnamtdgorated to such a point

through 1964-1965 that by February 1965 there wergood choices left from which



President Johnson could choose. Johnson desir¢laei@r to be a stable South
Vietnamese government before he committed U.Sefota its defense; however, no
such government emerged. The administration wasllimgmo risk U.S. prestige,
resources, and lives unless they were confidenthSéietnam could succeed without
U.S. support. Because of the instability in Souibtivam as well as the perceived risk of
communist aggression, President Johnson decideddbalatory military actions would
be limited and gradual. Therefore, President Jamnsade the least bad decision he
could in February 1965 by initiating Operation RONG THUNDER and committing

the United States to the Vietham War.

Pre-Tonkin Gulf

In early 1964, the United States was engaged edaisory role in South
Vietnam. The restrictions of such a role frustratezl Joint Chiefs of Staff because they
took away the initiative and put the South Vietnaemand U.S. advisers in a strategic
defensive posture. The Joint Chiefs wanted to gtheroffensive and gain the initiative
in the situation, which meant striking North VietmaThis would allow the U.S. and the
Vietnamese Air Force (VNAF) to go on the offensitresreby restricting North
Vietnam’s ability to re-supply the Viet Cong (VG)ithout curtailing this external
support, it would be nearly impossible to defeat¥et Cong since their supply was
limited only by North Vietnam’s ability to send itherefore, the Chiefs believed it was
necessary to end North Vietnamese support in daodeéefeat the Viet Cong and stabilize

South Vietnant.

! The Pentagon Papers, vol. 3, Gravel ed. (Boston, MA: Beacon Press), 48tween July 1963 and March
1964 China sent 75 mm recoilless rifles, heavy nmecguns, 90 mm rocket launchers and mortars. North



At the time, the U.S. was engaged in covert opmratagainst North Vietham
such as coastal bombardment, harassment operatidrSouth Viethamese commando
raids under the program OPLAN 34A; however, thgserations were weak and
accomplished littlé.In particular, the Air Force Chief of Staff, Geak€urtis LeMay,
and the Commandant of the Marine Corps, Generaldd&lGreene, favored strong,
immediate actions against North Vietnam in the fofra bombing campaign. Their
advocacy of such a program constituted a coursetain in Vietham based solely on
military aims. They believed if the U.S. intendedstay and save South Vietham, such
actions were inevitable and should be implementedadiately.

Because they favored swift action, the Chiefs tigesl a plan, which involved
striking North Vietnamese airfields, petroleum, ald lubricants (POL) facilities,
bridges and military installations, as well as idietion operations which could be

implemented on a gradual or rapid padeis view dominated the Chiefs’ planning

Vietnam also purchased chemicals and munitionsetetmlproduce explosives about 50,000 pounds of
which was intercepted on its way into South Vietnamaddition to materials, North Vietnam provided
training for 25,000 VC cadres and 60-80,000 irragguerillas. These men and munitions made thejr wa
to South Vietnam via the Ho Chi Minh trail and bedheir part of the war effort. Memorandum from the
Joint Chiefs of Staff to the Secretary of DefedeNamara), March 2, 1964, U.S. Department of State,
Foreign Relations of the United States 1964, vol. | section | (Washington, DC: United States Government
Printing Office, 1992)http://www.state.gov/www/about_state/history/va28/ 69.html(accessed
February 1, 2009) Document 66. Memorandum Prepardte Department of Defense, March 2, 1964,
Ibid., Document 67.

2 Joint Chiefs of StaffThe History of the Joint Chiefs of Saff: The Joint Chiefs of Saff and the War in
Vietham 1960-1968 Part I, http://www.dod.gov/pubs/foi/reading_room/615.p@-20. Memorandum

From the Secretary of Defense (McNamara) to thsiéeat, March 16, 1964, U.S. Department of State,
Foreign Relations of the United States 1964, vol. | section Il (Washington, DC: United States Governimen
Printing Office, 1992)http://www.state.gov/www/about_state/history/vor(/ 107.htmaccessed
February 1, 2009) Document 84. Initially the Presidapproved expanded intelligence collection
operations, psychological operations includingligtadrops, propaganda, harassment, and deception
operations. President Johnson also approved sabopsgations aimed at 18 targets all of which were
plausibly deniable by the United States. Theseaijmers were designed to let Hanoi know that South
Vietnam would not allow the subversion of their gaunent to go unpunished while not committing to
escalatory actions. Joint Chiefs of Stdtfie History of the Joint Chiefs of Saff: The Joint Chiefs of Staff

and the War in Vietnam 1960-1968 Part |, 8-20.

% The plan was to be part of a coordinated militamy political strategy in order cause the cessation
Hanoi’'s support of the VC; however, they did acktenige that even without North Vietnamese support




throughout the entire planning process. They teting)ly about the need to take stronger
measures and advocated such actions.

Civilian advisers however, felt they were listenioga broken record stuck on
advocating escalation against North Vietham. Tonthections against North Vietnam
were ancillary to the counterinsurgency (COIN) @piens in South Vietham, because
the Viet Cong could “continue for an indeterminateount of time” even without North
Vietnamese suppoit. This meant that the South Vietnamese had to kéit bwn fight
in South Vietnam. This included two objectives. Tingt task was for South Vietnamese
Prime Minister Nguyen Khanh to solidify his regirued establish a viable government
in Saigon. According to Defense Secretary Robeffiidoara, this was their greatest
weakness at the time; however, the Khanh regimeimis early stages and showed
some promise. At this time, Khanh was energetile,and responsive to U.S. advice, so
it seemed Khanh could succeed if given the necgssgport Nevertheless, without a
strong government the “rug could be pulled out framder” the U.S. mission at any time,
which was a major reason the U.S. was reluctaobmomit major forces until there was a
solid base. The second course of action was esitiaty an effective counterinsurgency
program.?

McNamara submitted his report and recommendatiegarding the situation in

Vietnam on March 16, 1964. In light of the detesitimg military and political situations,

the VC could continue for an indeterminate amodinoe. Memorandum from the Joint Chiefs of Staff t
the Secretary of Defense (McNamara), March 2, 1868, Department of StatEpreign Relations of the
United Sates 1964, vol. | section |, Document 66. Joint Chiefs of Stdtfe History of the Joint Chiefs of
Saff: The Joint Chiefs of Saff and the War in Vietnam 1960-1968 Part I, 9-8.

* Memorandum from the Joint Chiefs of Staff to tee®tary of Defense (McNamara), March 2, 1964,
U.S. Department of StatBpreign Relations of the United States 1964, vol. | section |, Document 66.

® Memorandum From the Secretary of Defense (McNa)tiarée President, March 16, 1964, U.S.
Department of Staté;oreign Relations of the United Sates 1964, vol. | section Il, Document 84.

® The Pentagon Papers, 502, 504.



he saw three courses of action. The U.S. couldtra#g@and neutralize the Saigon
government. This would likely resolve the domestic issueshia south, but would resign
South Vietnam to a communist take over. Anothesiilgy was taking actions against
North Vietnam in the form of tit-for-tat reprisads graduated overt pressures in the form
of air strikes; however, he explicitly recommenda@gainst these courses of action
because of the risk of Chinese and Soviet intefwrr@ind the weakness of the Khanh
regime. McNamara'’s final course of action, whichféeored, consisted of actions
designed to bolster the government in South Vietridot only would the U.S. pledge
support for Khanh’s administration, but it would@lfurther strengthen the Army of the
Republic of Vietnam (ARVN) and the VNAF. By infugirmoney and support while
bolstering the South Vietnamese military, McNamazbeved the Khanh regime could
show marked improvement in 4-6 months.

The next day, on March 17, 1964, the National 8gcGouncil met to discuss
the report and develop a course of action. The @btavored McNamara'’s plan, and
President Johnson believed it was the only realcsturse, given the choice of adding
forces, withdrawing, or neutralizing.

In the earliest days of his Presidency, Presideimigon made it clear that he
would “win in Vietnam,” a position he held throughdis PresidencyTherefore, out of
the three options, only escalation enabled himito Wwwas too early in the game to add

forces, because the President wanted the Southaviese to fight and win their own

" Neutralizing the government meant incorporatingugs such as the Buddhists and National Liberation
Front into the government which would give themaywo present their platforms in a manner thatraitl
result in mass demonstrations, rioting, and guewhrfare.

8 Memorandum From the Secretary of Defense (McNa)tiarée President, March 16, 1964, U.S.
Department of Staté;oreign Relations of the United Sates 1964, vol. | section Il, Document 84.

° Robert McNamara with Brian VanDeMarlk Retrospect (New York, NY: Vintage Books, 1995), 147.



war. He believed creating a neutralized governmemtithdrawing from South Vietnam
would constitute losses in the region because Ietlbelieved, would inevitably result in
a communist regim&. This is why the President decided to bolster Sdignam and
hope for the best. Later that day this wait-andegg@oach became policy in National
Security Action Memorandum (NSAM) 288, which diregtthe respective agencies to
implement McNamara’s plaf.

The President implemented McNamara's plan bedaibelieved it was critical
for there to be a stable and secure governmerdigo8 before the U.S. committed to
strong overt measures against North Vietnam. Realily, this wait-and-see approach
was all the U.S. could do to aid the South Vietnsengovernment, because improvement
required the South Vietnamese themselves to stegdpun an efficient government.

The CIA agreed with McNamara that establishingr@ng) government was only
part of the grand strategy required for victoryietnam. The South Vietnamese needed
to defeat the insurgency, which would be made eagia stable government. Part of
defeating the insurgency, however, was severingi\\ietnamese support in the form
of men and materidf The conflict within the Johnson administrationoiinghout 1964

was over which of these areas demanded immediatgianh and action. At this stage,

19 A neutralized government would incorporate grosysh as the Buddhists and the National Liberation
Front who previously tried to bring down the goweent, and had communist leanings. It was belieaed,
these groups gained power in the government, corstviews would dominate the government creating a
de facto communist regime. In the case of withdraw, it Wwaleved the Viet Cong would win and North
Vietnam would take over South Vietham.

1 Summary Record of the 524th Meeting of the Nati@eurity Council, March 17, 1964, U.S.
Department of Staté;oreign Relations of the United States 1964, vol. | section I, Document 86. National
Security Action Memorandum 288, March 17, 1964,.UD8partment of Stat&oreign Relations of the
United Sates 1964, vol. | section Il, Document 87.

12 Central Intelligence Agencpecial National Intelligence Estimate 50-2-64, http://www.foia.cia.gov/,

5.




Johnson and his advisers chose to focus on siafilize government, because they
considered it the fundamental dynamic.

The only other option open to the President waestmlate militarily either by
striking North Vietnam or by introducing U.S. gralforces to conduct major combat
operations against the insurgency. The Presidergechot to implement these options
because he could not justify them to the Americaopte or the international community.
Even though President Johnson was one of the mestrful men on Earth, he could not
simply bomb whomever he wanted on a whim, becaaseds constrained by the
inevitable outcries and objections of the Ameripaople and the world for such
indefensible acts.

The Joint Chiefs were adamant about taking acgainst North Vietham
immediately, because they felt this was the begttovaeverse the negative trend in
Vietnam. They believed such actions would bolgter$aigon government and aid in the
counterinsurgency operations. They also believediNdetnam was vulnerable due to
its simple lines of communication and lack of madanti-air defenses. Therefore, they
believed that militarily it was the best time tadilet North Vietnant>

The primary problem with this course of actionMaNamara noted in his report,
was justifying the action and mitigating a grea@mmunist response. The Johnson

administration could do neither at this point. Th&. had no clear evidence North

13 North Vietnam had overcommitted their resourcesatals heavy industry thus an agrarian nation
suffered from a food shortage, and were relianfood imports. This shortage precluded them from
engaging in sustained operations without foreigh &heir railroad system radiated from Hanoi, aitd d
not have alternate or tertiary rail lines for amgaoute. They had many key bridges, and few ghips
inland and coastal transport. What makes thess iimgiortant is that North Vietham imported all &f i
POL, iron, steel, railroad rolling stock, vehickssd most heavy machinery. They also had to impeit t
military hardware, looking to China for small aransd the Soviet Union for heavier equipment. These
vulnerabilities as well as their lack of moderndéfense radars made this the most opportune mdment
strike North Vietnam. Central Intelligence Agen&gecial National Intelligence Estimate 14.3-64,
http://www.foia.cia.gov, 2, 4, 6, 7, 10.




Vietnamese forces were in South Vietnam, and Ndgigtnam had not openly invaded
South Vietnam. North Vietham had also not launatheliberate attacks on U.S. interests
such as the Saigon embassy, and military basesditary barracks. It was politically
impossible for President Johnson to justify attagkNorth Vietnam at this point. It was
because of these political constraints, and theedesbolster South Vietham, that the
President endorsed McNamara'’s plan rather thamtliary actions advocated by the
Chiefs.

Although McNamara’s plan starkly contrasted with thews of the Chiefs, these
differing opinions were simply differing views orhieh aspect of the Vietham puzzle the
U.S. would tackle first. The civilians wanted t@oése the political problem in South
Vietnam before they took military measures. Thetl@hiefs advocated striking North
Vietnam in an effort to stabilize the South Vietrem® government. The military’s
objective was, as it should be, to win the militaityation; however, the situation in
Vietnam was still too politically unstable to irste a military solution to the problem.
President Johnson recognized the need for milgatipn, but he was unwilling to
approve such actions until a firm base of goverrnaleupport existed in South Vietnam.
The complexity of the situation necessitated a anexof politics and military action for
which only Johnson’s civilian advisors planned.

To those who felt immediate strong actions wereesgary and those who today
feel the U.S. should have taken action earlier, Bloldra’s plan may seem like a stalling
tactic to delay inevitable actions against Nortletdam. This plan was anything but
procrastination. President Johnson and his adwsanged to take every possible course

of action to avoid major U.S. intervention, becacsmmitment meant the loss of



American lives and the risk of a wider war with @4ni Intervention during the summer of
1964 meant committing forces before the administnagxhausted all options to
strengthen Saigon. The administration did not tleal it had exhausted all of its political
avenues to strengthen Saigon, so it implementestbptions prior to U.S.
commitment:* The plan afforded South Vietnam the opportunitgtand and deliver as
per the pre-requisites of the Johnson administidbothe use of force. McNamara’s
plan accomplished little because South Vietnaned&ib capitalize on the opportunity.
While the South Vietnamese were unable to imprbe& government, it was essential
they be given this opportunity before the U.S. cattad to action that could have been
avoided.

Serious thoughts of withdrawal were missing fréws debate. The reason the
U.S. never gave serious consideration to leaviegelion was senior policy makers
believed South Vietnam was critical to the U.S.ippas in the global fight against
communism. However, the CIA believed Southeast Asia not critical to U.S. power;
furthermore, they challenged the likelihood thatitheast Asia would fall, believing the
situation was too complicated to determine whether'Domino Theory” would in fact

occur. The administration understood the CIA’s posj but the unpredictability of such

% In a letter to Secretary of State Rusk, Georgé $2dl: “Both Alex and | find it personally diffidtto
advocate a course of action that could resulténalss of many American lives, the further disraptof
western society and grave dangers of escalatiartiate where we feel unprepared to do all that @k

to be possible to reverse the downward trend in S\tannot in other words, reconcile myself to the
fateful step of action against the North until we satisfied in our hearts that we have taken epesgible
step to achieve full effectiveness in our own @ffan the South.Letter From the Under Secretary of State
(Ball) to the Secretary of State, May 31, 1964,.UD8partment of Stat&oreign Relations of the United
Sates 1964, vol. | section VI (Washington, DC: United States Governniginting Office, 1992),
http://www.state.gov/www/about_state/history/vol81 225.htm(accessed February 1, 2009) Document
185.




events caused the administration to plan accortiige worst-case scenario which was
the “Domino Theory” coming to fruitiofr

Perhaps the greatest reason, though, was that $hevas already involved in
Vietnam. Withdrawing from the region meant releggtSouth Vietham to communist
control and admitting defeat. The U.S. faced thasilen to leave Vietnam or stay and try
to save South Vietham. Because the administratemwnawilling to admit defeat and cut
its losses in the absence of a clear solution jd&esJohnson continued on the road
toward deeper involvement in Vietnam.

The main political advantage of this wait-and-sekcy was it allowed President
Johnson to focus on the 1964 Presidential eleetrmhother domestic issues, instead of
becoming embroiled in Vietnam. Earlier in the ydar,needed support for the Civil
Rights Act of 1964, which made its way through Qmsg during the late spring of
1964 After the bill, he turned his sights on the elestiWith the hawkish Senator
Berry Goldwater advocating escalation in Viethamgsitlent Johnson stressed his refusal
to send American boys to fight a war he assertedsthuth Viethamese should fight
themselves. Throughout this entire process, heréavihe implementation of his Great

Society programs and stressed domestic improvenasréggidenced in his State of the

*The CIA believed the loss of South Vietham wouldiably not trigger the loss of Cambodia, Thailand
and other surrounding countries. It also believed U.S. strength resided in the islands spanmirg the
Philippines to Japan, which would not be affectedhe fall of South Vietnam; therefore, SoutheasiaA
was not critical to US strength in the western fladilemorandum From the Board of National Estinsate
to the Director of Central Intelligence (McCona)né 9, 1964,U.S. Department of Stdte;eign Relations

of the United States 1964, vol. | section VI, Document 209.

8 When the Civil Rights Act of 1964 was on the Seratlendar, the administration drafted Congressiona
resolutions for Vietnam, but chose to wait on pipg them until this landmark piece of legislation
became law. Joint Chiefs of Stafhe History of the Joint Chiefs of Saff: The Joint Chiefs of Saff and the

War in Vietnam 1960-1968 Part |, 10-16.
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Union Address on January 8, 1984lohnson chose McNamara’s course of action
because it provided an opportunity to bolster Saigbile enabling Johnson to put
Vietnam planning on hold through the election araintain a non-escalation stance. This
is not to say that he postponed actieoause of the election. He delayed because of the
instability in South Vietnam. The plan he impleneshtthoughenabled him to focus on
the campaign and maintain a more moderate stan®@&etmam involvement while South

Vietnam tried to improve itseff

Gulf of Tonkin to Bien Hoa

On August 2, 1964, three North Vietnamese pdioalts attacked the destroyer
U.S.S.Maddox while on patrol 30 miles off the North Vietnamesast'® U.S.
Ambassador to South Vietnam Maxwell Taylor mad#dar to the State Department that
reprisals were essential to maintain credibilityhia region; failure to do so would prove

the U.S. was a “paper tige?Despite this, the Johnson administration refused t

" «This budget, and this year’s legislative programe designed to help each and every Americarenitiz
fulfill his basic hopes--his hopes for a fair chato make good; his hopes for fair play from the; lhis
hopes for a full-time job on full-time pay; his hegpfor a decent home for his family in a decent
community; his hopes for a good school for hisditgih with good teachers; and his hopes for security
when faced with sickness or unemployment or old"dgendon Baines Johnson, “Annual Message to the
Congress on the State of the Union,” State of thekAddress, Washington, DC, January 8, 1964,
Lyndon B. Johnson Presidential Library,
http://www.lbjlib.utexas.edu/johnson/archives.hopglsches.hom/640108.asp

18 «[Johnson] never indicated to me or to the Joihie® that he wanted us to hold back in Vietnam
because of the election. In fact, there was shiltansensus among his advisers about what to ddémR
McNamara with Brian VanDeMark, 145.

Maddox as well as aircraft from the U.SBconderoga returned fire leaving one dead in the water while
the other two ran for home. Memorandum From they[@fficer in the White House Situation Room to the
President, August 2, 1964, U.S. Department of Skatesign Relations of the United States 1964, vol. |
section VIl (Washington, DC: United States GoveeminPrinting Office, 1992),
http://www.state.gov/www/about_state/history/vo?56 308.htm(accessed February 1, 2009) Document
257.

% Telegram From the Embassy in Vietnam to the Depent of State, August 3, 1964, U.S. Department of
State Foreign Relations of the United States 1964, vol. | section VIII, Document 262.
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retaliate. The administration questioned the trateire of the attacks believing they may
have been erroneous, or the Vietnamese were resigoiacthe DESOTO patrols.

However, the administration’s position changedrédfie alleged second attack of
August 4, 1964 when the destroy®&taddox andC. Turner Joy were reportedly attacked
65 miles off the North Vietnamese co&sltt was clear these attacks were not mistakes
but deliberate acts of aggression. The Presidesedgharp limited actions were
required in order to make it clear the U.S. wageined to stay in Vietnam, and
ordered U.S. air strikes against North Vietnameseopboat base¥: After ordering the
strikes, President Johnson informed Khanh these iiited actions, which indicated
this was as far as the U.S. intended to go apiiist>®

Ambassador Taylor recognized this was a criticaé tfor Khanh to gain stability
and viability?* He believed the U.S. should be slow to get deimigived “until we have
a better feel of the quality of our ally” since rhastions open at the time carried with
them considerable risk8 The greatest perceived risk was greater Chined&Saniet
military support for the North Viethamese, so Taydad others believed a limited and

gradual use of force would mitigate such a risk.

21 Editorial Note, Ibid., Document 276. The Augusitfack was undisputed; however, controversy
surrounds the second attack. During the afternd@ugust 4 theMaddox cast doubt as to whether an
attack actually occurred. McNamara, Deputy SecyaiDefense Cyrus Vance, and the Joint Chiefs
discussed the matter and concluded there wasauokatbid.

22 bid. The President wished to send the messagéviieaare not going to take it lying down, but we a
not going to destroy their cities. We hope we caapare them for the course we will follow.” Rusldad
that they were “trying to get across two point9:l€ave your neighbors alone and (2) If you domng, will
have to get busy.” Notes of the Leadership Meetlbite House, August 4, 1964, Ibid., Document 280.
“Message From President Johnson to Prime MinistanKhAugust 4, 1964, lbid., Document 283.

24 By this time Maxwell Taylor succeeded Ambassadenty Cabot Lodge as Ambassador to South
Vietnam. General Wheeler was then promoted to Gteirof the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and General Harol
Johnson was his replacement as Chief of Staffeofitmy.

% Telegram From the Embassy in Vietnam to the Depemt of State, August 18, 1964, U.S. Department
of State Foreign Relations of the United Sates 1964, vol. | section X (Washington, DC: United States
Government Printing Office, 199)ttp://www.state.gov/www/about_state/history/vaB09 338.html
(accessed February 1, 2009) Document 319.
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Taylor recommended two options on August 18, 196« first was a slowly
evolving program designed to bolster Saigon, argetad January 1, 1965, as the date to
escalate against North Vietnam. The second optesam accelerated and stronger
version of the first which could be implementedwddhe situation in Saigon require
immediate action&’

Military Assistance Command Vietham (MACV) command@eneral William
Westmoreland’s pessimistic outlook caused the Jolmefs to disagree with Taylor and
once again advocated immediate actions to caused#htruction of the DRV will and
capabilities as necessary to compel the DRV toecpesviding support to the
insurgencies in South Vietnam and La85.”

The elation from American strikes quickly died whemAugust 21 students in
Saigon led mass protest demonstrations. Becaubesd demonstrations, threats by the
Buddhists, and rumors of a coup, Khanh agreedvisee¢he constitution and relax social

restrictions?® A September 8 CIA estimate concluded the situdtid®outh Vietnam was

%% |bid.

2T«pdditionally, they do not agree that we shouldsb@w to get deeply involved until we have a beteed
for the quality of our ally. The United States iready deeply involved. The Joint Chiefs of Stafhsider
that only significantly stronger military pressu@sthe DRV are likely to provide the relief and
psychological boost necessary for attainment ofélg@isite governmental stability and viability...kae
to resume and maintain a program of pressure thrauititary actions could be misinterpreted to mesan
have had second thoughts about Pierce Arrow aneittigts leading thereto, and could signal a lack of
resolve.” Joint Chiefs of StafThe History of the Joint Chiefs of Saff: The Joint Chiefs of Staff and the

War in Vietham 1960-1968 Part |, 12-10, 12-11.

%8 The Pentagon Papers, 84-86. “Source believes Tri Quang [is] sincereimbelief that [an] apparatus
exists within government inimical to Buddhist irgst-this group led by Generals Khiem and Thieu and
comprised of ex-Can Lao members, Catholics, an@ioekey Dai Viets...if Khanh does not opt for
Buddhists, Tri Quang intends [to] launch [a] cangpadf passive resistance. Tri Quang would not tesor
demonstrations or to violence but would call on &hidt faithful not to cooperate with government.”
Telegram From the Embassy in Vietnam to the Depamtrof State, August 22, 1964, U.S. Department of
State Foreign Relations of the United States 1964, vol. | section 1X, Document 321. The students in Saigon
demonstrated against the August 16 constitutionbaeause of the rights curtailed in Khanh’s detiana
of a state of emergency. Such infringements inadyatess censorship and strict curfews. TelegrarmFro
the Embassy in Vietham to the Department of Statigust 24, 1964, Ibid., Document 322. “The MRC
met on 26 and 27 August. Khanh brought in the tigezeerals he had accused of participating in the pr
French neutralist plot, as a ploy to forestall avgpbid by Minh. But the Council refused to searthand

13



not hopeless. Khanh was still the best chanceitd bisustainable government, but his
success was contingent on others within the goventiend the military to either support
him or excuse themselves from their position.

This was the primary and continuing problem in 8aigdther South Viethamese
actors continually destabilized the governmentrateoto promote their own agenda.
Whether the agitator was Buddhist, Catholic, atami official, a college student, or
another political leader, all of their actions fést in the same destabilization of South
Vietnam. This caused the situation to be unprebietaand prevented the Johnson
administration from committing to defend such agowvnent.

The events of late August 1964 created a gredtodi@alitical exhaustion in
Saigon. In the eyes of Taylor, the void in leadgrshade it all but impossible to mount a
successful pacification program that at the vest baght have a slim chance of making
progress? These events delayed any thoughts of strikingiN@ietnam for at least two

to three month&:

they were returned to their protective custody alab While these maneuvers were going on street
demonstrations continued. Within the MRC Khiemefdiln an attempt to name himself Chief of State and
Minh Prime Minister. Next Khanh was named Prime istier, but refused to accept either Khiem or Minh
as President. Finally when he refused to be irstalone, the triumvirate of Khanh, Minh and Khiess
chosen."The Pentagon Papers, 86.

29 Special National Intelligence Estimate, SNIE 53-8dptember 8, 1964, U.S. Department of State,
Foreign Relations of the United States 1964, vol. | section X (Washington, DC: United States Government
Printing Office, 1992)http://www.state.gov/www/about_state/history/voB38 345.htm(accessed
February 1, 2009) Document 341.

30 Taylor felt “only the emergence of an exceptiorader could improve the situation and no George
Washington [was] in sight.” Telegram From the Endyaa Vietnam to the Department of State,
September 2, 1964, U.S. Department of Stabegign Relations of the United Sates 1964, vol. | section
IX, Document 336. Telegram From the Embassy innéet to the Department of State, September 6,
1964,U.S. Department of Stafegreign Relations of the United States 1964, vol. | section X, Document
339.

31«At best, the emerging governmental structure mimhcapable of maintaining a holding operation
against the Viet Cong. This level of effeduld, with good luck andstrenuous American efforts, be
expanded to produce certdimited pacification successes... But the willingness antitaloif such a
government to exert itself or to attempt to exeautall-out National Pacification Plan would be
marginal.” (emphases added) Ibid.
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At a September 9, 1964, White House meeting, AndeolssTaylor presented his
view that the issues plaguing South Vietham weltgigal rather than military, so they
needed quality people in government. Because sf ltlgi believed it was not the
appropriate time to escalate since such actionlgesult in the further destabilization
of Saigon should the VC retaliate. Despite anysifgn future improvement, all of the
members at the meeting believed it was criticalitoin Vietham. The President decided
against escalation, but he approved tit-for-tatisas as well as further actions to
improve the “fabric of the Government of South i,

Several reasons prevented Johnson from escalaimgdliately. Not only was the
election climate heating up, but also it appeasethaugh escalation would not solve the
problems in South Vietnam. The President “did nistwo enter the patient in a 10-
round bout, when he was in no shape to hold outrierround,” instead the U.S. “should
get him ready to face 3 or 4 rounds at le&$The problem was South Vietnam’s lack of
leadership, which bombing North Vietnam could nioéctly solve. Granted, action
against North Vietham could jump start Saigon imdooming an efficient government,
but the risk was too great that the government dioumble in the interim. Therefore,
the risks and drawbacks of escalation outweighed#énefits.

On the morning of September 12, a group of rogureiges initiated a coup to
topple Khanh, but the coup failed due to a lackugfport>* The coup showed Khanh's

lack of support from the military. Instead of foougon defeating the enemy, these

32 Memorandum of a Meeting, White House, Septemb#©64, Ibid., Documents 343. National Security
Action Memorandum No. 314, September 10, 1964, |lddcument 345.

33 Memorandum of a Meeting, White House, Septemb&864, Ibid., Document 343.

34 Telegram From the Embassy in Vietnam to the Depant of State, September 13, 1964, U.S.
Department of Staté;oreign Relations of the United Sates 1964, vol. | section XI (Washington, DC:

United States Government Printing Office, 1992),
http://www.state.gov/www/about_state/history/voB4i6 392.htm(accessed February 1, 2009) Document
348.
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generals felt it was more important to turn agaihstr own government and play into the
hands of their enemies. This further destabiliredgovernment, especially in the eyes of
the VC, who no doubt watched the events unfold grthat interest and glee.

Even with these troubles, the administration gétle thought to negotiating their
way out of Vietnam because they believed losingndm would threaten their position
as the chief protector against communist aggressitire Cold War. Undersecretary of
State George Ball argued in an October 5 memad3bath Vietham was destined to falil,
so the best course of action would be for the th®egotiate a way out. At the very
least, Ball argued that it was paramount for these advocated the use of force to prove
their case conclusively because of the costs ansetuences of such a course of
action®®

The prospect of withdrawal was even less prevahe@ictober because of the
domestic political consequences. If President Joiteft Vietnam, he would be seen as
weak on communism and on foreign policy. In regaodsscalation and withdrawal,
President Johnson did not want to attract attertbanchange in Vietham policy. He
wanted to give the appearance of remaining strgaghat communism and forcing the
South Vietnamese to fight for themselves. He swte@én this goal; however, in doing
nothing, the situation in Vietham worsened, whiakamt the U.S. would be faced with

taking action in an even worse situation.

% George W. Ball, “Top Secret: The Prophecy the Eeeti Rejected,Atlantic Monthly, July 1972, 36-49.
The memo was only distributed to Secretary of Sbetan Rusk, Robert McNamara and McGeorge Bundy
at the time which was one reason the memo dideugtive much attention. However, LBJ became aware
of the memo in January, and when he did he sesiaediberated on these issues which caused LBJ to
question his committal to action. George W. Baitetview by Paige E. Mulhollaiyndon Baines

Johnson Library Oral History Collection, LBJ Library, July 8, 1971,
http://www.lbjlib.utexas.edu/johnson/archives.horalbistory.hom/Ball-G/Ball-g1.pdf(accessed January
14, 2009), page 11.
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The new national charter of October 16 resulteseiveral major changes in the
South Vietnamese government. On October 28 Khasignmed as Prime Minister in
order to hand the reigns of government over taciiéans. Pham Khac Suu became the
new Chief of State, and Tran Van Huong became ¢inePrime Minister and Minister of
Defense. Khanh and many other military officersegted these changes in the
government with little enthusiasm, but said theyildago along with the changds.

The complete incompetence of the Saigon governtrezhthe hands of the
United States. With each passing day, it was cteheeU.S. needed to take strong
actions against North Vietnam in order to aid tberterinsurgency effort, but they were
unwilling to commit to such actions until the gowerent in the south was stable and
rightly so. The U.S. could not stand and fight eh&if of South Vietnam if the rug could
be pulled out from under them at any given moménére was no point in risking
American lives and spending the money to escatatiefiense of a country that could fail
on its own even without North Viethamese pressuré964 alone, there were seven
different governments in Saigon, three of whichuroed between August 16 and
September 3, yet there were no indications thearges resulted in anything favorabfe.
The situation was very confusing and anything lbear; so decision makers in

Washington felt it unwise to escalate at this thorethose very reasons.

3% Message From the Ambassador in Vietnam (TaylothédPresident, October 28, 1964, U.S. Department
of State Foreign Relations of the United States 1964, vol. | section XI, Documents 389. Telegram From

the Embassy in Vietnam to the Department of Stateober 31, 1964, Ibid., Document 390. On October
16, debate over the new national charter beingldped by the High National Council deepened the
growing confrontation between Khanh the “Young Wirén one side and Minh and the HNC on the other.
The conflict stemmed from the role of the militamthe government. The charter essentially leftitha
powerless so he proposed the military constitusifigurth branch of government, and amounted tonsepo
struggle between Minh and Khanh both of whom ttaedet the other out of a powerful position in
government. Telegram From the Embassy in Vietnatheédepartment of State, October 16, 1964, Ibid.,
Document 380.

37 Leslie H. Gelb with Richard K. Bett$he Irony of Vietnam: The System Worked (Washington, DC: The
Brookings Institution, 1970), 98.
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Bien Hoa

On November 1, 1964, the Viet Cong launched aanattack against the U.S.
airfield at Bien Hoa. The enemy launched 60 maxdands in 39-minutes; four
Americans were killed, 72 were wounded, and fiveBbombers were destroyed with
severe damage to thirteen oth&rs.

This was exactly the sort of action requiring spanse in kind according to
NSAM 314. Taylor deemed the attack “a deliberateofescalation and a change of the
ground rules under which they have operated uptgmand immediately recommended
a response on Phuc Yen airfield near HaRoi.

The Commander-in-Chief of Pacific Forces (CINCPA&Jmiral Ulysses S.
Grant Sharp, USN also recommended retaliation. ¢fie\eed that “failure to establish
the fact now that attacks such as that on Bienwitbaesult in prompt and heavy
retaliatory action can only result in a seriousabto our prestige and serve to invite
further attacks at places and times of their chap%’ The Joint Chiefs formulated their
own plan, believing immediate reprisals should begprogram of systematic air strikes

on North Vietnam thus their response was the sesingpplication of force presented.

30ut of the force of 36 B-57 aircraft in South Viain, half had been put out of commission by thischtt
which significantly decreased FARMGATE capabilitieBich severely inhibited the VNAF's ability to
take part in any air actions. Joint Chiefs of Stéffie History of the Joint Chiefs of Saff: The Joint Chiefs
of Saff and the War in Vietnam 1960-1968 Part | , 13-10.

% Phuc Yen was the location of North Vietnam’s entitig force the destruction of which would severely
inhibit North Vietnam’s defense posture and théitity to retaliate .“It should be met promptly lan
appropriate act of reprisal against a DRV targetfgrably an airfield. Since both US and GVN haeerb
victims of this attack and since ultimate objecti®uld be to convince Hanoi to cease aid to Vd (aot
merely to lay of US), the retaliatory action shobElmade by a combined US/VNAF effort. Imnmediate
objective would be to reduce probability of simitdtacks on other crowded US facilities such as\Bag
and Tan Son Nhut and to offset the depressiveteffabis action on the new government.” Ibid., 13-
13-11.

*bid., 13-10, 13-11, 13-12.
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The plans called for substantial B-52 strikes ondPYien, followed by air strikes against
targets in Hanoi and Haiphofiy.

The problem with this plan though was how itffitd the President’s overall view
of the situation. The Chiefs’ plan was obviouslyg &irong for a single reprisal action, so
if the President only intended on responding irdksuch a plan was useless. The plan
was only significant if the President intended witiating a sustained campaign, which
he was not. In the end though, the President dec¢a&ake no action despite the
recommendations of Ambassador Taylor, the Joinefshand CINCPAC?

Coming only days before the Presidential electind on the tail of severe
political turmoil in Saigon, this was without a diiwa test of U.S. resolve by the Viet
Cong. The U.S. claimed it was committed to theargso the VC decided to test that
commitment. The Johnson administration, obsesstdtihieé messages every action sent
to Hanoi, failed to see the message a failurespaed would send. That message was
that it was acceptable to attack U.S. personndlowitfear of reprisal.

Why did President Johnson refuse to act? The asiration believed strikes on
North Vietnam would bring increased VC activity, ialin Saigon could not handle.

However, the primary reason, as told in an “eydg“delegram to Taylor, was it was too

1 Within 60-72 hours 30 B-52s from Guam would stiXeuc Yen airfield at night. At first light the rtex
morning “carrier and land-based aircraft [wouldhdact a follow-up strike against Phuc Yen and eik
against POL storage at Hanoi and Haiphong and sigiiie Gia Lam and Cat Bi airfields at those two
cities.” In addition, VNAF forces would strike th8t Thu barracks. While having the effect and
appearance of reprisals these strikes would agthealthe opening gambit in a sustained air campaign
Ibid., 13-14, 13-15.

2 \Washington responded to Taylor saying, “Theredisloubt here that this event adds considerably to
cumulative factors pointing toward much harder @olh near future. At same time, we would find dtr¢h
to portray attack as major act of escalation ialftsince it differs only in degree and extentlamage
from such previous incidents as CARD sinking aralirent attacks on US personnel and equipment
playing military roles. We have also been reluctargive any appearance of reacting only when US
personnel affected.” Ibid., 13-16.
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close to the Presidential electitiThe President would not have time to defend
adequately his decision to conduct strikes befoterg went to the polls on November 3.
He also risked criticism from the Republican Péotytaking action that fundamentally
violated his campaign promises.

The President campaigned on minimal involvemeii@inam, so he would
conceivably break that plank days before the elactlhe freshest thing on the minds of
U.S. voters would have been Johnson ordering rétestagainst North Vietnam. Such a
response might also have exposed Johnson to smiti@garding U.S. involvement in the
region, since the Viet Cong attacked U.S. advi$orges on the ground at Bien Hoa. The
Viet Cong however, were unsympathetic to the Pesdid predicament.

The irony of the situation was that in the mordhpolicy debate one of the
consistent themes was demonstrating the level 8f kg¢solve; however, the lack of
response to the Bien Hoa attack dispelled any sa&ndeS. resolve. In the eyes of Hanoi,
the U.S. would not strike when South Vietnam wasmerating, and they would not

even strike in retaliation to a devastating attackheir own forces.

The Bombing Debate

On November 3, the President formed the Natioralty Council Working
Group on Vietnam. Chaired by William Bundy, the miithe group was to study the
situation in Vietnam, develop a comprehensive aislyf the situation, and offer courses

of action?* Despite this consolidated effort, the group fatedevelop any new

*3 Telegram From the Department of State to the EsybimsVietnam, November 1, 1964, U.S.
Department of Staté;oreign Relations of the United Sates 1964, vol. | section XI, Document 397.

“The rest of the group consisted of representafioes various departments and their staffs. HaraddF
senior Asia/China advisor at the CIA, represenibedXgency. John McNaughton, Assistant Secretary of
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approaches to the problem. They merely recyclestiegiinformation and bolstered their
pre-determined conclusion that a gradually escajgirogram was the appropriate course
of action.

By November, the limited and gradual escalationilfaof strategies gained a
great deal of traction within the Johnson admiaistn, yet the Chiefs continued
proposing actions based on destruction, Johnsomiaraivilian advisers rejected these in
favor of a lighter course of action that was bestated for negotiations.

Secretary of Defense McNamara was one of Presidmtson’s closest advisors
and Johnson trusted him, so much so that McNamegaéntly advised on matters other
than defense. Johnson even asked McNamara to benimisig mate during the 1964
election?> McNamara a staunch believer in civilian oversighthe military, believed
military strategy must be a derivative of foreignipy.*® The military strategy for
Vietnam thus needed to minimize the risks of greadenmunist aggression, present the
best chances for a negotiated settlement with Ndgtnam, and use the least amount of
force. Above all, the amount of force had to beifiable to the American people and the
world. For these reasons, Secretary McNamara arstl otizer civilian advisers

advocated a gradual application of force.

Defense for International Security Affairs, repmesel the Department of Defense, and McGeorge Bundy
represented the White House. Editorial Note, U.&dtment of Staté&oreign Relations of the United

Sates 1964, vol. | section XlIl (Washington, DC: United States Governnhterinting Office, 1992),
http://www.state.gov/www/about_state/history/voB9B 440.htm(accessed February 1, 2009) Document
403.

> McNamara with VanDeMark, 123.

6 Robert McNamara, Interview by Walt W. Rostdwndon Baines Johnson Library Oral History

Collection, LBJ Library, January 8, 1975,
http://www.lbjlib.utexas.edu/johnson/archives.horalbistory.hom/McNamaraR/McNamaral.PDF
(accessed January 14, 2009), page 10.
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Another reason such a strategy was attractive adédcline of the Saigon
regime. U.S. foreign policy dictated strengthertimg government before applying force,
so a gradually escalating program would allow th®. b test the waters so to speak to
gauge Saigon’s and Hanoi’s reaction to increasedabipns. If Saigon failed to improve
with low-scale overt actions against North Vietnading administration still held the
option to continue escalation or not.

The Chairman of the State Department’s Policy ®MtanCouncil on Vietnam,

Walt Rostow, submitted a plan for gradual escafatite believed too much
consideration was being given to damage levelerdtian the signal sent to Hanoi. In
stark contrast to the Joint Chiefs, Rostow belietedgoal should not be inflicting
damage, but rather using deadly serious commuaitatind deadly serious military
preparations sufficient to “raise the question anbi as to whether the war in [the] South
[was] worth pursuing®” Implementing such a plan required initial strikede “as

limited and unsanguinary as possible,” to achieseilts’® By using limited airpower and
deploying U.S. ground forces to South Vietnam, Badbelieved North Vietham would
capitulate from the threat of what was yet to caatker than actual destruction.

Rostow’s plan was not the one adopted by the Wgridroup, but the majority of
Johnson’s advisers favored such limited coursesassador Taylor had advocated such
plans in an August 18 recommendatfdrssistant Secretary of Defense John

McNaughton also advocated a program “designed tanpteasing pressure on North

*” Memorandum From the Chairman of the Policy Plagi@ouncil (Rostow) to the Secretary of State,
September 19, 1964,U.S. Department of Stategign Relations of the United Sates 1964, vol. | section

XI, Document 357.

8 Memorandum From the Chairman of the Policy Plagi@ouncil (Rostow) to the Secretary of Defense
(McNamara), U.S. Department of Stateyeign Relations of the United States 1964, vol. | section XII,
November 16, 1964, Document 412.

9 Telegram From the Embassy in Vietnam to the Depent of State, August 18, 1964,U.S. Department
of State Foreign Relations of the United States 1964, vol. | section 1X, Document 319.
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Vietnam but designed also both to create as tigleas possible for the kind of military
action which would be difficult to justify to themerican public and to preserve where
possible the option to have no U.S. military actiomll.”® The concept of gradual
escalation was not new, and this forum allowed s&tgito present their vision of limited
action, and in so doing, showed that the recomntemdaof the Joint Chiefs, in their
opinion, did not meet U.S. objectives.

Taylor, McNaughton, McNamara and others did ndieke limited measures
would cause North Vietham to end its support andebkave Saigon, yet they favored
them because such a course of action offered gatagt amount of flexibility and the
least amount of risk. The greatest concern of detimakers was greater escalation and
involvement by the Soviet Union and China, thedh# which limited measures
mitigated to the greatest extent possible.

As McNaughton pointed out, limited actions woultbad the U.S. to leave with a
minimal loss of prestige. This was McNaughton’sddaloctor theory.” Should the U.S.
fail in Vietnam, U.S. actions must make it cleaattfailure was based on circumstances
unique to South Vietnam and did not represent amatvweakness against communism.
In so doing, the U.S. had to emerge as a “goododbaiith a dying patient?

The working group settled on three potential cesitaf action. Option A was

simply to continue present policies. Option B wdast/full squeeze without

°0 The Pentagon Papers, 557.

*1 |bid., 583. Limited actions would allow the U.8.leave without having to commit a large amount of
force, thus be able to save the most face. Onttier band, full measures would commit too muchtges
to the questionable situation. This would put atgespotlight on U.S. inability to change the aiton
rather than on South Viethamese incompetence.
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negotiations. Option C, which was preferred by masis a slow progressive squeeze
that allowed for negotiations throughout the cargpat

Option A provided for the continuation of curremtipies to establish a strong
government in Saigon which they believed could @2ddemonths. This course of action
would not affect the scale of infiltration or Haisowill; however, they believed it could
prevent more Viet Cong spectaculars, thus keepiagonflict manageable for the South
Vietnamese. It also provided South Vietham with saaluable time for improvement,
but in any event, the U.S. would have to move ooptiton B or C in order to achieve
their goals. The most likely outcome of this actweould be a negotiated settlement that
would lead to a communist takeovar.

Option B was the strongest of the three optionsuiided the maximum amount
of force in the shortest amount of time. In sudampaign, the U.S. would be completely
inflexible on negotiations and wait for Hanoi teeld, which they were unlikely to do in
the early phases. Instead of yielding or retalgtidanoi would probably try to turn
world opinion against the U3.

Under Option B, the U.S. believed Hanoi might dedige pain was greater than
the gain and decide to restore the 1954 Genevads;dwwever, at worst, South
Vietnam could falf® In spite of this, the report stated Option B staagteater chance of
achieving U.S. goals and would be more decisive thar C. However, with this chance

of success came a considerably higher risk of agoalinto a major conflict.

52 H

Ibid., 600
%3 Paper Prepared by the National Security Councitkiig Group, November 21, 1964, U.S. Department
of State Foreign Relations of the United States 1964, vol. | section Xll, Document 418.
54 (i

Ibid.
> The Geneva agreements ended French rule overaviiesmd split the country into North and South
based. Neither side was supposed to engage intmperto re-unify the country. Reunification would
depend on a nationwide referendum.
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Furthermore, since the U.S. would apply the bulksopower, failure with this option
would be more embarrassing than in A o°C.

Option C was the middle-of-the-road option offgrthe most flexibility in the
use of force. This plan would begin slowly withilets against infiltration routes in Laos
and gently escalate according to Washington’s eesind the situation in Saigon. Based
on the status of the Khanh regime, the U.S. cautéhte strikes into North Vietham
against targets south of the™Sarallel. As part of the plan, the U.S. would inttiagely
establish communications with Hanoi and inform théat the U.S. was not trying to
colonize North Vietnam or cause its downfall; rathbe U.S. demanded that Hanoi
cease its support of the insurgenty.

The risks of Option B were its greatest drawbaak thwe reason the Chiefs'
constant proposals for strong force were deniednElough the available intelligence
estimates believed the Soviet Union and the Chinesad not respond to heavy air
strikes against North Vietnam, the President, wis accountable for the decision, and
his planners were unwilling to risk a wider war.cBase this perceived greater risk went
against U.S. aims in the region, the Presidentasmddvisors did not endorse strong
actions.

Option B also did not lend itself to failure. liokth Vietham refused to capitulate,
which previous Pentagon war games considered iaaigiossibility, the U.S. was left
with few options. They could either continue bongoiorth Vietham with few results or
admit an embarrassing defeat and stop bombinglaftee was the greatest danger

because it would completely nullify the utility afrpower and U.S. military strength. The

%% |bid.
*" The Pentagon Papers, 600.
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former would lead to perpetual ineffective bombinwgsted lives, and a growing public
outcry for peace.

At the heart of this issue was the fact that ultareuccess was in the hands of
North Vietham and their decision to end their suppbthe Viet Cong. This was
especially true since Pentagon war games were @hesine as to whether bombing
North Vietnam would cause them to end their suppbtie Viet Cong?® Which plan
would accomplish this, if any, was pure speculasimte planners could not foresee what
Hanoi’s decision would be. What was more importarlanners was which strategy
they could justify and would fulfill the objectived U.S. foreign policy, and ultimately
was the least dangerous.

It is important to remember that the end goal vatable government in Saigon,
so it was ultimately irrelevant which campaign pgi@nners chose because it was the
action that was important, not thexel of action. Strictly in terms of morale, it did not
matter what level of force the U.S. used. It ongtt@red that they undertook continued
actions to bolster South Vietnam.

What did matter though, and where the two plaffergid, were their potential
tangible results. Because a graduated campaigis Iogture struck fewer targets at a
lower tempo, it could not impede supplies to theeeka campaign with more available
targets at a higher operational tempo could. TleeeefOption B stood the greatest
chance of limiting the flow of supplies to the Vthis must not be confused with its

ability to convince Hanoi to end its support. Itsuanclear which would influence Hanoi

8 These war games were the SIGMA 1-64 and SIGMAdlle&ercises. While in both SIGMA | and I
bombing North Vietnam failed to achieve its objeeti, these results were debatable because of tine na
of the exercise. It was impossible for Americanspenel to simulate a value judgment made by Ho Chi
Minh. It was also difficult to simulate the immet#iaand long term affects of such air strikes.
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the most, and in the absence of such a verdict,atda in particular endorsed the least
dangerous of the plans.

General Westmoreland, skeptical as he was abowidbdity of the government,
recommended implementing Option A for a periodiwfnsonths. Admiral Sharp favored
Option C, believing the systematic and gradualbreasing program of pressures would
provide time to gauge the communist response tattiles before the U.S. made a
major commitment to heavy strikes. Taylor was tlesninfluential in this debate and
agreed with Westmoreland. He recommended implemg®@ption A initially while
incorporating the beginning actions of Option Gydyrally moving towards the latter
based on improvement in the Saigon governmentJolme Chiefs stood alone in their
advocacy for Option B°

Option C utilized the limited force approach thatllgained serious momentum
over the previous months. A milder applicationaice would be easier to justify to the
world and the American people, and presented tivedobrisk of escalation. Most
importantly, given the uncertain political climateSouth Vietnam, it put the U.S. in the
best position should the strategy fail.

Another part of Option C attractive to Johnsonisligin advisors was the level of
control Washington would exert over military actidine plan was a veritable
arthroscopic surgery of military actions requirgigch actions to be minimally evasive
while trying to gain the most positive responserfidanoi. Washington would hold the
reins of the operation enabling them to controldperational tempo, target selection,

and escalation in an effort to minimize the riskegcalation. This would also prevent the

9 Robert McNamara, Interview, page 28.
80 Joint Chiefs of StaffThe History of the Joint Chiefs of Saff: The Joint Chiefs of Saff and the War in
Vietnam 1960-1968 Part |, 14-14, 14-22.

27



military from prematurely escalating or strikingdats that would create a risk of enemy
escalation. The Johnson administration would bearsible for the consequences of

bombing, so it wanted to control every aspect & the best of their ability.

A Time for Decision

The opening days of December 1964 appeared tocb@ajor days of decision on
Vietham. On December 1, the Chairman of the JomefS of Staff, General Earle
Wheeler, USA, personally briefed the Presidentrencourse of action advocated by the
Joint Chiefs. The Chiefs, once again, recommenttedg positive, and early action
against North Vietnam in order to strike the enemnen they were vulnerable and the
U.S. had the advanta§eThe Joint Chiefs believed U.S. escalation of fares
inevitable; therefore, they believed it was beshttiate actions as early as possible or
accept defeat in South Vietnam.

On December 2, the President saw the views d8@ Working Group whose
position concurred with Taylor's recommendatiorcofntinuing with Option A and then
moving into Option C. They recommended steppinguwpent operations and striking

targets in Laos for 30 days. After the 30-day m#rky would deploy U.S. aircraft and

®11bid., 14-31, 14-32, 14-33. “If we must fight @min Southeast Asia, let us do so under conditions
favorable to us from the outset and with maximunritiem resting with the United States.” Ibid., B%-
“The Joint Chiefs of Staff recommend initiationsdfarp military pressures against the DRV, stantiith
an attack in force on the DRV, subsequent to lmpedfrations in Laos and US low-level reconnaissance
north of the boundary to divert DRV attention priorthe attack in force. This program would be gesd
to destroy in the first three days Phuc Yen aidfiebar Hanoi, other airfields, and major POL féei,
clearly to establish the fact that the US intermdsge military force, if necessary, to the full itisnof what
military force can contribute to achieve US objegesi in Southeast Asia, and to afford the GVN resipit
curtailing DRV assistance to and direction of thet\Cong. The Follow-on military program-involving
armed reconnaissance of infiltration routes in L.asstrikes on infiltration targets in the DR\dithe
progressive strikes throughout North Vietham cdgdsuspended short of full destruction of the DRV i
our objectives were earlier achieved. The milifamygram would be conducted rather swiftly, but the
tempo could be adjusted as needed to contribigehi@ving our objectives.” Ibid., 14-31.

%2 bid., 14-32.
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conduct low-level reconnaissance of infiltratiorgts in North Vietham. Should Saigon
improve significantly during this period, they wduhitiate a gradually increasing
bombing campaign against North Vietnam that wouldfrom 2-6 months and gradually
strike targets moving north from the™ parallel®®

President Johnson relayed his decision to Ambas3da/lor on December 3. He
believed there must be a stable government in 8aigorder to conduct an effective
campaign against the Viet Cong insurgency; theegfibilere was no point in conducting
risky operations against North Vietnam until Sodtatnam could take care of itself. At
the very least Saigon had to maintain law and oadexell as the capability to speak to
and, more importantly, for the people. He appravedplan of the Working Group’s
paper of December 2, and indicated actions woulhken against North Vietnam once
Saigon showed it could run its own courfity.

Overall, President Johnson’s decision was the dresimost responsible decision
he could have made, given the uncertain situatiddouth Vietnam. While it would feel
good to strike North Vietnam amdlitarily it would be best to strike North Vietham, the
political volatility in Saigon made such a decisiwas unwise. As the Commander-in-
Chief, the President decided he could not respbnsdmmit U.S. forces and escalate on
behalf of a government whose leadership could ahaogpletely on a moment’s notice.

Although the U.S. would not initiate the Phasegerations against North
Vietnam in the immediate future, the question vesdived on how the U.S. would bomb

North Vietham. The only question that remained whsn.

83 paper Prepared by the Executive Committee, Dece?hti®64, U.S. Department of Stafereign
Relations of the United States 1964, vol. | section XII, Document 433.

% Instructions From the President to the Ambasstmibietnam (Taylor), December 3, 1964, Ibid.,
Documen#435.
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December: Conflict in the Government of South Vigin

On December 20, 1964, General Khanh, in an effdnalt the deterioration in
Saigon, dissolved the High National Council an@sted several of its members. Prime
Minister Huong told Khanh that the civilian goverant could not function with the
military acting as a state within a stéte.

Khanh’s actions ran counter to Ambassador Taylguislance; furthermore, they
did not even inform Taylor they were taking suctiats. When Taylor confronted
Khanh, Khanh erupted proclaiming that “Vietnam was a vassal of the United States,”
furthermore Khanh told Taylor he, “should keep i® flace as Ambassador and, as
Ambassador, it was really not appropriate for honbbé dealing in this way with the
Commander-in-Chief of the Armed Forces on a palitinatter.®®

On December 22, Khanh publicly stated over Radenam that they would not
“carry out the policy of any foreign country,” atitey were “better to live poor but proud
as free citizens of an independent country rathem tn ease and shame as slaves of the
foreigners and Communist8/1t was one thing for Khanh to initiate a chang@awer

in Saigon, but it was infinitely worse to stir atimerican sentiment in the way he did.

% Telegram From the Embassy in Vietnam to the Depeant of State, December 20, 1964,U.S.
Department of Staté;oreign Relations of the United States 1964, vol. | section XIII (Washington, DC:
United States Government Printing Office, 1992),
http://www.state.gov/www/about_state/history/volldil _479.htm{accessed February 1, 2009) Document
451. Telegram From the Embassy in Vietham to thgaBtenent of State, November 20, 1964, |bid.,
Document 452. Telegram From the Embassy in Vietttathe Department of State, December 20, 1964,
Ibid., Document 453.

 Memorandum of a Conversation Between the Ambassaddéetnam (Taylor) and the Commander in
Chief of the Viethamese Armed Forces (Khanh), Ddisrr21, 1964, Ibid., Document 454,

%" Telegram From the Embassy in Vietnam to the Depeamt of State, December 22, 1964, Ibid.,
Document 458.
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General Khanh and the military failed to underdttive military’s role in an
effective government. Even in the October debates the new charter, Khanh wanted
the military to be a fourth branch of governmenmnt] aow he put that plan into action.
The South Viethamese military therefore was nobsdibate to the civilians in charge of
the government.

What made the situation worse was the blatanégé#sd of the South Vietnamese
military leaders towards the wishes of Ambassadoldr. Taylor nearly found himself
determinedpersona non grata. The true power in Saigon, the military, quicklyrted
against the U.S., and the actual government waslynampuppet of the military. After the
coup there existed a “three-cornered conflict, nebst unfortunately public: the Huong
government versus the generals, the generals vérsusmerican Ambassador, and the
Buddhists versus the government and the Ambas&&tir light of Saigon’s latest
power struggle, the VC decided once again to clag®etan this chaos and test U.S.

resolve.

The Brinks Hotel Bombing

On December 24, 1964, the U.S. Officer's quardithe Brinks Hotel in Saigon
fell victim to a terrorist attack, killing two offers and wounding 64. While there was no
clear proof it was a VC attack, there was littl@loioto anyone in South Vietnam that the

VC was responsible for the bombing. Ambassadordrdylieved this was a clear case

%8 Gelb and Betts, 99.
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for reprisals, especially since action would semgsperately needed message of
commitment to Handi?

Washington, however, did not agree with the ytibit reprisals given the disunity
in Saigon. Rusk believed North Vietnam would figsalt “we are trying to shoot our way
out of an internal political crisis’® Rusk continued saying the U.S. could not defeed th
decision to expand the war due to Saigon’s disunity

A U.S. response to this attack would send the agesthat no matter what the
climate in South Vietnam, the U.S. would not stadid while its personnel became the
victims of terrorist strikes. Failure to strike wdsend the opposite message: that when
Saigon was in turmoil, U.S. servicemen and intsresre open targets and the U.S. was
afraid to act. Therefore, this attack, like Bienalwas yet another test to gauge U.S.
actions in light of the situation in Saigon.

Despite National Security Advisor McGeorge Bundstgument for reprisals, the
President decided against reprisal actidrresident Johnson was not convinced this
was a Viet Cong attack, so he was not preparezk®dctions against North Vietnam in
the absence of clear and convincing evidence. diitiad, the President hesitated to take

action against North Vietnam given the politicaihtoil in Saigon, and did not want “to

% The message Taylor wanted to send was that “despitpresent tribulation there is still bite ie tiger
they call paper, and U.S. stock in this part oéJtivorld will take [a] sharp rise. Some of our Ibca
squabbles will probably disappear in enthusiasntiwhaction would generate.” Telegram From the
Embassy in Vietnam to the Department of State, Bes 25, 1964,U.S. Department of St&ter,eign
Relations of the United States 1964, vol. | section XIIl, Document 468.

Rusk believed that, “Hanoi would hardly read irttarly strong or continuing signal in view of ovéral
confusion in Saigon, and Hanoi might well share twhauld certainly be strong reaction in U.S. opmio
and internationally that we are trying to shoot wary out of an internal political crisis.” Telegréfmom
the Department of State to the Embassy in Vietriaacember 25, 1964, Ibid., Document 469.

"L Paper Prepared by the President's Special AssfstaNational Security Affairs (McGeorge Bundy),
December 28, 1964, U.S. Department of Stadeeign Relations of the United Sates 1964, vol. | section
XIll, Document 474. Telegram From the DepartmenStidte to the Embassy in Vietnam, December 29,
1964, Ibid., Document 475.
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be drawn into a large-scale military action agahhsitth Vietham simply because our
own people [were] careless or imprudeftt.”

This was the second time the U.S. blinked wherctyehallenged by the Viet
Cong. The VC deliberately chose inopportune tinsestike U.S. targets and to test U.S.
resolve; therefore, failing to respond sent a negahessage to Hanoi. An administration
obsessed with the message that every action, nemhatwv significant, would send,
failed to see the message it sent through lacktira The Johnson administration only
encouraged further attacks on U.S. servicemenilinddo respond.

The year 1964 ended in a state of disarray. Saigmnin shambles and the U.S.
proved once again its lack of commitment to Sougtnam, at least in Hanoi's eyes.
U.S. planning made it clear the importance of segmdi message of commitment to
Hanoi, but their actions did not support this mati. After failing several tests by the
Viet Cong, the U.S. seemed to bolster the notivat, it was a paper tiger, making it

extremely difficult to regain its credibility as G Vietnam’s big brother.

January 1965

Even though January 1, 1965, had been the targefataescalation according to
previous plans and the 30-day window of improveneas closing, the President was
still unwilling to escalate due to the unsure ditwain South Vietnam.

At this point, Taylor recognized the need for th&Lto roll the dice and hope for
a favorable break, but realized those same garobldd have negative outcomes. To roll

the dice, Taylor believed a program designed talypece the maximum level of stresses

e Telegram From the President to the Ambassadorétmdim (Taylor), December 30, 1964, Ibid.,
Document 477.
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on the minds of the North Viethamese leadershippa®sed to maximum destruction,
could produce a necessary change in the situgiioove all, Taylor stressed--in a fit of
desperation--the need for reprisal actions regasdié the circumstances in South
Vietnam in order to demonstrate U.S. commitmer8adath Vietnam and the protection
of U.S. personnel. At this point, Taylor believéavas necessary to implement the
limited bombing program, and recommended so onalgrfy 19652 Later on January
6, after a great deal of “soul searching” Ambassddylor sent a second message to
Washington repealing his recommendation and adegdaa&maining in an advisory role
because the political liability of a limited prognautweighed their military benefit.

Taylor's second message made it clear that he weasy about increasing U.S.
involvement because of South Viethamese incompetd®cause this position
constituted a change in Taylor’s belief, it had@ag effect on the President since it was
obvious Taylor put a great deal of thought intogheation. In the end, he could not
advocate escalation at this time.

Taylor was not the only person to advocate agasstlation at that time. Also on
January 6, George Ball met with the President aadged for a diplomatic solution. Like
Taylor, he believed the risks of escalation weregreat, so the U.S. should pursue a
negotiated route. He believed there were no “gaguions on the table, and despite the
obvious prestige hit the U.S. would take in a negioin, he believed it to be the least bad

option”®

3 Telegram From the Embassy in Vietnam to the Depemt of State, January 6, 1965, U.S. Department of
State Foreign Relations of the United States 1964, vol. Il section | (Washington, DC: United States
Government Printing Office, 199)ttp://www.state.gov/www/about_state/history/vall@_18.html
(accessed February 1, 2009) Document 10.

" Telegram From the Embassy in Vietnam to the Depemt of State, January 6, 1965, Ibid., Document
13.

> Personal Notes of a Meeting with President Jolndanuary 6, 1965, Ibid., Document 17.
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President Johnson needed to make a tough dediswas clear current efforts in
South Vietnam were not getting the job done. Esicalagainst North Vietnam at this
time was dangerous because of the great instainl®puth Vietnam. Pulling out of
Vietnam would have grave political consequenceshend significant loss in the larger
Cold War. Unfortunately for the thousands of Amanis that would fight and die in
Vietnam, President Johnson wrote off a withdrawalhe was left deciding whether to
maintain the status quo or escalate.

However, as the 30-day bolstering window closedithe administration
considered escalation, General Khanh further caratdd the state of affairs in Saigon.
On the evening of January 26, General Khanh rembhezhg and returned to power.

Khanh's latest coup put the U.S. in a precarioustpm. Not only had the
previous month’s events put Khanh's loyalty in diges but also Khanh still did not
have the support of the military. After this cotlpe situation was arguably worse,
because instead of having just a weak leader impgluBaigon now had a weak ruler who
had lost the trust of the U.S. mission.

Khanh further compromised his status in the eyeseoU.S. when he aligned
himself with the Buddhists. This appeared to befitisé step in neutralizing the Saigon
government. According to General Cao, there wasoa ghance that during this process
Khanh would ask the U.S. to leave Vietnam. Sucloastcould end the insurgency, but

at the same time, South Vietnam, it was believeryjldvshift to communism. In addition

8 The generals still did not support Khanh, so thveas a split of allegiances amongst the military
leadership. The largest group was against anothgry to remove Khanh. Another group considered
initiating a pre-emptive coup against Khanh befogecould act. Memorandum From the President's
Special Assistant for National Security Affairs (Bleorge Bundy) to President Johnson, U.S. Department
of State Foreign Relations of the United Sates 1964, vol. Il section | (Washington, DC: United States
Government Printing Office, 199)ttp://www.state.gov/www/about_state/history/val3ii 45.html
(accessed February 1, 2009) Document 39. Memoraraam the Deputy Director of the Bureau of
Intelligence and Research (Denney) to Secreta8tate Rusk, Ibid., Document 40.
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to these developments in Saigon, an intelligenpertédelieved South Vietham was in
the midst of a social and political revolutibn.

After the coup, John McNaughton provided his vi@nghe situation, concluding
that even though Khanh’s actions provided the Wigh an opportunity to leave South
Vietnam, the U.S. should not jump on this oppoturiie believed that even though
history was against this coup resulting in a pesitutcome, it could work. McNaughton
seemed to believe striking North Vietnam was thetappropriate course of acti6h.

McNamara disagreed. He believed such strikes piphaduld not help the
situation, and even if they would help, there wadJnS. public support for a slow
squeeze. Furthermore, he believed they shouldanotch strikes until there was some
substantial positive change in Saigdn.

Despite the impossibility of the situation, PresidJohnson decided to remain in
Vietnam, because he was still unwilling to let 3outetnam fall to communism. He was
unwilling to deal with the political backlash ofibg defeated in Vietham, and even more
unwilling to face what the administration thoughawd be a major defeat in the Cold
War.

In addition to the political reasons for stayin@sathe issue of the U.S.
investment in the region. The U.S. had spent tis¢ geecade advising and investing in
South Vietnam, and the President was unwillingetall of that go to waste. Thousands

of men were in South Vietham and several hundreal mael died in this advisory

" Telegram From the Embassy in Vietnam to the Depemt of State, January 27, 1965, U.S. Department
of State Foreign Relations of the United Sates 1964, vol. 1l section |, Document 41. Telegram from the
Embassy in Vietnam to the Department of State, kaalpr3, 1965, Ibid., Document 58. Telegram From the
Embassy in Vietham to the Department of State, lraalyr3, 1965, Ibid., Document 59. Special National
Intelligence Estimate, SNIE 53-65, February 4, 196&l., Document 69.

8 The Pentagon Papers, 686-687.

" Ibid.
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expedition. The President wanted to see this invest through to a successful

completion, which is why he was unwilling to writeff as a bad one and move on.

Pleiku and U.S. Escalation

Once again, in the aftermath of a coup, the Vmt@tested the United States. On
the morning of February 7, 1965, Viet Cong forasiched a mortar attack at the U.S.
advisory compound at the Pleiku airfield killinggbt Americans, wounding 108, and
damaging or destroying 20 U.S. aircraft. 45 minatisr the attack, the VC carried out
another attack against a POL storage site at Chapaifield killing five South
Vietnamese and destroying the POL stockpile. Intanfdto these strikes, Viet Cong
forces attacked several villages northeast of Ntaag; however, they did not inflict any
casualtie$? The consequences of U.S. inaction finally camfeuition in the form of
stronger and more coordinated Viet Cong attackS. loaction caused the Viet Cong to
not only continue their attacks, but also causedhtto escalate the scale of their attacks.

General Westmoreland, CINCPAC, Taylor, and McGedsgndy, who was in
South Vietnam at the time of the attacks, all rec@mnded immediate reprisals for these
atrocities. Bundy went even further and proposeduts. take further action. He
recognized U.S. prestige was at risk, and perhayst importantly, that a negotiated
withdrawal was essentially surrender “on the inistaht plan.®*

The National Security Council met immediately exidle on a response to the

Pleiku attacks. They decided the targets shouldiebarracks. U.S. forces would strike

8 Joint Chiefs of StaffThe History of the Joint Chiefs of Saff: The Joint Chiefs of Saff and the War in
Vietham 1960-1968 Part |1, http://www.dod.gov/pubs/foi/reading_room/545-2.¢adécessed March 5,
2009) 8-20, 17-17.

81 Joint Chiefs of StaffThe History of the Joint Chiefs of Saff: The Joint Chiefs of Saff and the War in
Vietnam 1960-1968 Part 11 , 18-2.
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the Dong Hoi barracks, Vit Thu Lu barracks and Chafbarracks, and the VNAF would
hit the Vo Con barracks. In response to the sibmatPresident Johnson said, “We have
kept our gun over the mantel and our shells irctigboard for a long time now, and
what was the result? They are killing our men wttikey sleep in the night. | can’t ask
our American soldiers out there to continue totfigith one hand tied behind their
backs.®? Believing also that “cowardice has gotten us mtawre wars than response has,”
President Johnson approved air reprisals againsh Néetnam®?

The attacks, however, were less than impressaeguse poor weather prevented
three of the four targets from being bombed. Adieliberation on whether to hit the
remaining targets, President Johnson ultimatelydeecto settle for striking only one of
the four barrack&’

The issue plaguing the administration was howdadition from reprisals to
sustained actions, so Ambassador Taylor developetusion. Instead of retaliating for a
single major VC attack, the U.S. would respond seiaes of smaller events. Eventually,
the need to justify each strike would disappedowahg them to continue with Phase Il

operationg®

82| yndon Baines Johnsofiihe Vantage Point, (New York, NY: Hold, Rinehart, and Winston, 197125.
8 Memorandum For the Record, February 6, 1965, Department of Stat&oreign Relations of the
United Sates 1964, vol. Il section | (Washington, DC: United States Governniiniting Office, 1992),
http://www.state.gov/www/about_state/history/val7ii 80.html(accessed February 1, 2009) Document
77.

8 |bid., 80. Memorandum for the Record, February965, U.S. Department of Stafreign Relations
of the United States 1964, vol. 1l section | (Washington, DC: United States Governnigirtting Office,
1992),http://www.state.gov/www/about _state/history/val8ii 86.html(accessed February 1, 2009)
Document 81.

8 “Not much of a government is required for the Gié\blay its role. The present government, for
example, ineffectual as it is, is enough to pgutité in such a program of graduated reprisals.ribt good
enough to carry out the pacification program, bat is another question...The reprisal program tlvesg
something like a Phase Il, but provides a muchebatternational and internal-US posture. It alsduces
pressure for negotiations.” U.S. Department ofeStatreign Relations of the United States 1964, vol. 1l
section | (Washington, DC: United States Governnigimiting Office, 1992),
http://www.state.gov/www/about_state/history/val7ii80.htm| Document 79.
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While Saigon was anything but stable, the time ¢@de for the United States to
take action or allow Saigon to fall, because theas little hope that continuing the same
actions would improve Khanh'’s regime. Plannersizedlthe struggle would be long and
arduous, but they still believed South Vietnam wasth the effort®

At the February 8 meeting of the National Secut@ibuncil, it appeared as though
the NSC decided it would take limited actions agahtorth Vietnam, but were unsure as
to the scale of the operation. In an effort to tigeleast amount of force in the early
stages, the NSC decided to limit targets to thosghsof the 19 parallel and out of the
range of the North Viethamese MiGs at Phuc Yen.drdidcNamara believed they
could decide later whether to attack the MiGs; haaveGeorge Ball made it clear that
the North Viethnamese would likely strengthen tlifense posture the longer they
pushed the decision. In the end, McNamara’s pasition the day, because it used the
least amount of forc¥.

On February 10, the Viet Cong detonated a bonabhattel in Qui Nhon used for

billeting U.S. enlisted personnel. 23 Americansendlled in the bombing and 20 were

8 «“The Communists have been gaining and the anti+@onist forces have been losing. As a result there
is now great uncertainty among Vietnamese as weflraericans as to whether Communist victory can be
prevented. There is nervousness about the detarfamraf the U.S. Government. There is recrimination
and fear among Vietnamese political leaders. Tteae appearance of wariness among some military
leaders. There is a worrisome lassitude among tbm&mese generally. There is a distressing abs&nce
positive commitment to any serious social or paditipurpose...For immediate purposes—and especially
for the initiation of reprisal policy, we believiedt the government need be no stronger thanatmsytwith
General Khanh as the focus of raw power while akveaaetaker government goes through the motions.
Such a government can execute military decisiodstazan give formal political support to joint USYN
policy. That is about all it can do.” Telegram Frime Embassy in Vietham to the Department of State,
February 7, 1965, U.S. Department of Stk eign Relations of the United Sates 1964, vol. 1l section |
(Washington, DC: United States Government Prin@xifice, 1992),
http://www.state.gov/www/about_state/history/valBii 86.htm| Memorandum From the President’s
Special Assistant for National Security Affairs (Bleorge Bundy) to President Johnson, February 5,196
Document 84.

8" Memorandum For the Record, February 8, 1965, |Bidcument 88
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wounded. McNamara, Taylor, the Joint Chiefs, ardDepartment of Defense all
recommend immediate strikes, so President Johrecidet to strike two targef8.

The next step was forming a sustained plan, wtaok the form of an eight-week
program developed by the Joint Chiefs, in accordavith the NSC decision on February
8. The target area was along Route 7 south of@figarallel and would be justified as
retaliatory strikes at first, but as time went bare would be less of a need to classify
them as such’

Taylor believed the main objective of such aiitkes was the will of the Hanoi
leadership followed by South Viethamese morale. ginesical damage to North
Vietnam was seen as the lowest objective. Taylbevwed the recommended level of
destruction would not have a bearing on the ahititgustain the Viet Cong but will
provide a means to gauge Hanoi's discomtort.

President Johnson had made every attempt possibtaster South Vietnam
before striking North Vietham, but the attempts evier vain. The President could let
Saigon fall without taking action and allow commemito win without putting up a fight,
or Johnson could roll the dice and take actiongnagi&lorth Vietnam in the hope of
bolstering the South. Leaving was not an optiorabee the administration was unwilling
to allow South Vietnam to fall to communism. Takingp account all points of view and

the undeniably desperate situation in South VietrRamasident Johnson made the least

8 Editorial Note, Ibid., Document 95. MemorandumMeting of Principals, February 10, 1965, Ibid.,
Document 97. Summary Record of the 548th Meetinfp@MNational Security Council, February 10, 1965,
Ibid., Document 98.

89 Memorandum From the Joint Chiefs of Staff to Seayeof Defense McNamara, February 11, 1965,
U.S. Department of StatEpreign Relations of the United States 1964, vol. Il section Il (Washington, DC:
United States Government Printing Office, 1992),
http://www.state.gov/www/about_state/history/vall@9 120.htm(accessed February 1, 2009) Document
109.

% Telegram Form the Embassy in Vietnam to the Depemt of State, February 12, 1965,Ibid., Document
112.
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bad decision he could and approved the beginnimggflar air attacks against North

Vietnam on February 13, 1965.

Conclusions

The absence of a stable government and numeooys cluring 1964-1965
raises the question: why did the U.S. insist onaieing by Saigon’s side? One answer
lies in the best possibility for a U.S. exit. Tleast painful way of leaving Vietham was
under Assistant Secretary of Defense John McNaughtgood doctor” theory.
However, in order to initiate this, the U.S. hadis® some level of overt force against
North Vietnam. In other words, the U.S. had to bipdlorth Vietham’s nose before it
could exit Vietnam. It was as if America’s exitatgy in Vietham had become a
paradox. In order to withdraw, it first had to dataagainst North Vietnam, but in order
to escalate, Saigon had to improve. If Saigon impdo there was no need for the U.S. to
withdraw; in fact, a marked improvement would, adoog to plans, lead to greater U.S.
involvement.

From their viewpoint, decision-makers had oneapteft to try to save South
Vietnam. That option involved escalating againsttN&ietnam, because any other
decision meant defeat. Their great mistake, thes, overestimating the ability of
military power to affect the political stability af country that was tired of war. If the
South Vietnamese were unwilling to take the stegesded to solidify their government
and win the war, there was nothing the U.S. cooldodsave South Vietnam.

To save South Vietham, the Johnson Administratigglemented the plan that

best fit its objectives in the region. They did m@nt this limited war to escalate into a
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nuclear World War lll. They wanted to maintain tireatest amount of flexibility in
order to react to developments in North and Sougtndm. They wanted the ability to
control the operation to the greatest ability. Ab@l, they did not want South Vietham
to fall to communism. The only course that fit thedbjectives was a strategy of
gradually escalating force developed by JohnsariBan advisers.

Given U.S. objectives, constraints, and the unptability of Saigon, it was
reasonable for President Johnson to delay actitve aéd. What was inexcusable was his
failure to respond to Viet Cong attacks. Johnsahtas advisors failed to grasp, or at the
very least ignored, the signal of weakness thety/teeHanoi. The evidence is in the
continued series of escalating Viet Cong attacitstad with Bien Hoa and followed by
the Brinks Hotel bombing and the Pleiku attatks.

Some critics, such as H.R. McMasteiDiareliction of Duty, assert that the
Johnson administration failed to take action agdlwsth Vietham in 1964 because of
the election and later in order to maintain Congjeesal support for the Great Society.
These domestic concerns certainly played a keyimalee decision-making process, but
they were not the primary reasons for delayed aclibe administration did not need to
use domestic politics as an excuse for delayedviaitéion, because the situation in South
Vietnam provided an adequate reason to delay aclaking away the Great Society and
the 1964 election would not change the fact thagd@awas unstable, and the President
could not justify action. Therefore, the primarasen was the state of affairs in South

Vietnam.

1 The Gulf of Tonkin attacks were not apart of tend, because the attacks were conducted by North
Viethamese vessels, not the Viet Cong.
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President Johnson waited until February 1965 tdecause he and his advisers
hoped to aid a strong Saigon government ratherdharnn shambles. They were
unwilling to risk U.S. prestige, resources, and mmgortantly, lives unless they were
confident South Vietnam could stand on its own fest.

A great deal of Vietnam literature tries to credtins out of members of the
Johnson administration. However, a balanced lodkeinformation available to
members of the administration and the situatiodi@inam shows that even the “best and
the brightest® could not bring the impossibly difficult situatiam South Vietnam to a
desirable end.

The true villain of Vietnam was the incompetent&outh Viethamese leaders.
This was their war to win or lose, and the U.S. wdkng to help them in their struggle.
Instead of pulling themselves together and workinder the wing of the strongest big
brother a country could ask for, Saigon disintezgptatue to squabbling and ineffective
leaders. Their constant quarreling prevented ti& fdom acting in 1964. Instead, the

U.S. acted in 1965 as a last resort, and wadededéieypo the quagmire®

Lessons

One lesson from Vietnam is that leaders shouldfally weigh the negative
consequences of situations where there seemsrto geod solution. In the case of
Vietnam, the Johnson administration was forcedemtvthe drawbacks of escalation
and continuation, but wrote off pulling out becaitgbought the domestic and

international ramifications too great. In hindsighie consequences of leaving Vietnam

2 David HalberstamThe Best and the Brightest, (New York, NY: Random House, 1972).
% Brian VanDeMark/nto the Quagmire (New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 1995).
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in 1964 would have been significantly less thaarlat the war, and probably would have
been less damaging than the war itself became.the4).S. would have suffered
diplomatically if it left South Vietnam and allowéitko fall to communism, but given
South Vietnam’s chronic instability, President Jetm could have justified U.S.
withdrawal.

The most important lesson of Vietnam is realizingre are some things the U.S.
cannot change. No matter how hard the U.S. triedhat it urged the South Vietnamese
to do, it could not force them to create an effecjovernment. Sometimes, the only
solution is for people to help themselves. It tswigh reality for the most powerful
country in the world to reach, but to avoid futMietnams, it is critical that American
leaders wake-up and embrace the limitations of poletil leaders grasp this concept,

the U.S. will be the giant that refuses to wake.
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