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Foreword:
 Secretary McNamara and Major

Newman

General William E. Odom
he genesis of JFK and Vietnam occurred on a small Army jet in 1988
in which my boss, Lieutenant General Odom—the Director of the

National Security Agency at the time—and I were on our way to a U.S.
Navy School where he was to give a presentation on Soviet Military
doctrine. I was a U.S. Army Major and my job title at that time was
Military Assistant to the Director, NSA. I was also a Ph.D. candidate in
Modern Far Eastern History at George Washington University. I was
preparing to begin work on my dissertation on the political succession to
Mao Zedong. For much of the two-hour flight, the Director’s face was
buried in his New York Times but, at length, he put down his newspaper and
asked me what the topic of my dissertation was.

Realizing that I was about to receive a regular counseling session, I
told him what it was. His reaction was negative and surprising: “Oh, come
on! Why don’t you do something more imaginative—really tackle
something important. Step outside of your safety box and show some
mettle.” For a moment I was speechless. There is a tradition in American
academe where one is encouraged at the Ph.D. level to do just what the
general was suggesting: to overturn an orthodoxy or break new ground, or
both. I realized that he was right. And without careful consideration for how
best to respond, I replied: “Look, what if I told you that President Kennedy
was pulling out of Vietnam at the time he died?”



Odom was a world renowned academic and had served in Vietnam
and in the Carter White House under Zbigniew Brzezinski—the Assistant to
the President for National Security Affairs. Odom thought about my
response, for what seemed to me a long moment, and then said confidently:
“You know what? If you could make a strong case for that, it would be a
great dissertation.” After we returned to Fort Meade that night, I called my
mentor and Ph.D. program advisor, Dr. Richard Thornton, to tell him I
wanted to change the subject of my dissertation. He asked, “To what?” “To
JFK and Vietnam,” I replied. He said, “I thought you’d never ask.”

Secrets in Saigon
Chapter Thirteen of the present work, “Secrets in Saigon,” was a significant
turning point, not just in the book, but also for me personally, and—as it
turned out—for Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara. The genesis of
that chapter began at Fort Huachuca, Arizona, in 1988, where I was
attending the U.S. Army Military Intelligence Officer Advanced Course.
The class was long enough that it was considered a “permanent change of
station” (PCS), so my wife and children were there too. The Military
Intelligence (MI) Museum was located on the base at Huachuca, and before
long I visited the museum to see what I could find. I met the director of the
museum, Colonel (retired) Don Blascak, who had served in Vietnam during
the Kennedy years and later, under General Joseph McChristian, the
intelligence chief of the Military Assistance Command, Vietnam (MACV)
during Westmoreland’s command of MACV (1964-1968). McChristian’s
insistence on telling the truth about the size and determination of the Viet
Cong caused a premature end to his tour at MACV in June 1967, after
which he became the Assistant Chief of Staff for Intelligence (ACSI), at
Headquarters, U.S. Army. I met McChristian during my stay at Fort
Huachuca when he was inducted into the Military Intelligence Hall of
Fame.

Blascak was kind enough to invite my wife, Sue, and me to his house
for dinner. The discussion turned to my work with General Odom, and then
to Vietnam, and the fact that my dissertation was on the Kennedy years of
the Vietnam War. It turned out that Blascak had worked for Colonel
Winterbottom in MACV’s intelligence operations in 1962. The first thing
he said to me, after confirming that that was my topic, was extraordinary:



“Well, that’s when the big lie started!”1 I had seen the CBS documentary
[CBS Reports: The Uncounted Enemy—A Vietnam Deception] on the lies
about the Viet Cong that had been perpetrated by MACV in 1967, but was
unaware of how deeply Blascak had been involved. Sue and I listened as he
described his experiences in Vietnam and with the CBS documentary team.
And then Blascak gave me something that changed my life: the names of
the intelligence officers involved in the same sordid bald faced lying in
MACV that had taken place earlier in 1962. He suggested approaching Sam
Adams first. Adams was the CIA analyst who had been the principal
consultant on the CBS documentary, and who would know how I could
reach the officers that Blascak had mentioned.

In the summer of 1988, my family and I returned to Fort Meade,
awaiting a PCS move to Hong Kong, where I would be training as an Army
attaché working in the People’s Republic of China. My partner in training,
Major Charles Hooper, and I would be the first U.S. military officers to set
foot in China after the freeze in Sino-American military relations resulting
from the massacre in Tiananmen Square. Meanwhile, in August of 1988, I
visited Sam Adams on his farm in Loudon County, Virginia. It was a warm
day, and we sat under the shade of a large oak tree as Sam’s wife brought us
cool lemonade. Sam confirmed what Don Blascak had told me about 1962.
He provided locations and phone numbers for the most important
intelligence officers I needed to interview—including some of the top
American military advisors. At the top of the list was Bill Benedict, who
had been working at the Vietnam desk in ACSI at the time, and George
Allen, who had been working on Vietnam at the newly created Defense
Intelligence Agency (DIA).

Allen and Benedict had not talked with each other since that unsavory
experience in 1962, which became Chapter 13 of this work. They both told
me the same account of the falsification of the Viet Cong order of battle.
Moreover, the senior American advisor in Vietnam at the time, Colonel Dan
Boone Porter, confirmed that account too. I also interviewed John Paul
Vann’s subordinate, Major James Drummond, who said the same thing, as
did advisors Roland Dutton and Sam Dowling, and MACV’s infiltration
expert, Captain Jimmy Harris. I was stunned. Realizing the magnitude of
what all of these men had lived through and their need to get it off their
chests after so many years, I knew I would have to search for something in
the documentary record that might confirm their story.



That search took me to the U.S. Army Center for Military History
(CMH), located at Carlisle Barracks, Pennsylvania. The CMH also had a
significant collection of documents at its office in Washington D.C., located
on Massachusetts Avenue. Downtown on Army business, I visited that
facility on the afternoon of July 18, 1988. I was still in uniform when I
walked into the center and was met by an Army civilian supervisor. I
explained who I was and what my dissertation was on and that I needed the
United States Army Pacific (USARPAC) Monthly Intelligence Bulletins for
1962—including the map, if it was still available, that was used to brief
McNamara at the May 1962 SECDEF conference. “Let’s have a look,” the
gentleman said, as he began opening the safes. “Here we are,” he said.
“And look, here is the map too.” Then, right there on the spot, he
declassified the bulletins and—what Benedict and the others had called—
“the measles map,” which was covered all over with red splotches
representing Viet Cong concentrations.

The USARPAC bulletins confirmed the account of what the
participants involved in MACV’s deceptions had told me and more. The
map showed that in May 1962 Harkins had not only cut the Viet Cong
strength figures from 40,000 to 16,000, but also cunningly hid from
Secretary McNamara the fact that the Viet Cong had just conducted the
largest offensive—all over South Vietnam—of the war to date!

With all of this in hand, I decided not to wait any longer to contact
McNamara. I called the number of his office and spoke with his secretary,
Jeanne Moore. I made arrangements with her to send McNamara a copy of
Chapter Thirteen. Upon reading it, McNamara was upset by the details in
this chapter, and he refused to talk with me. He did send, through his
secretary, a one-line formal message: “I do not think I was lied to.”

“Hey, Major Newman—There’s Some Guy Named
Mcnamara on the Phone”
I returned with my family from Hong Kong to Fort Meade in 1990. I would
spend my last three years in the army assigned to a small office known as
the Special Research Division (SRD), located in an off-site NSA building
(FANX) near the Baltimore-Washington International Airport. Nominally
under the Army Intelligence and Threat Analysis Center (ITAC),



operationally SRD was a small hip-pocket asset of the U.S. Army Deputy
Chief of Staff for Intelligence (DCSINT, formerly ACSI). There were two
civilian supervisors, Braxton Richardson and Rob X, a secretary, and half a
dozen analysts with different specializations. The SRD could be used to
plus-up any analytic task force to meet any contingency. My job, as usual,
focused on the Far East, although I do recall doing some work on
Afghanistan.

In December 1992, I successfully defended my dissertation at George
Washington, and it was published in book form that same month as JFK
and Vietnam. While this was happening, Oliver Stone’s film JFK, for
which I was a consultant and had authored several of the scenes relating to
the Vietnam War in the Kennedy years, made its first appearance around the
country. The unpleasant things my family and I had to endure during that
month—including the suppression of JFK and Vietnam—are discussed in
Appendix I of this edition.

Not long after the publication of JFK and Vietnam, on the morning of
March 23, 1993, the quiet in the SRD office was broken by our secretary
shouting from the front entrance area back to our cubicles: “Hey, Major
Newman, there’s some guy named McNamara on the phone.” She
obviously had no idea who this “guy” was, but the SRD Chief, Braxton
Richardson, was immediately standing beside my desk as I picked up the
phone. “This is Major Newman,” I said. “Hello,” came the reply, “this is
Bob McNamara and I’m ready to talk now.” When Braxton saw that I was
about to negotiate a time during non-duty hours, he waved both of his hands
towards the door as if to say, “Go on, get out of here.” “When would be a
good time for you,” I asked. “Right now,” McNamara said. And so, I got in
my car and drove into Washington to meet him straight away.

When I arrived, Jeanne showed me into his office. McNamara was
sitting behind his desk wearing a three-piece gray tweed suit. I could see
under his desk that he was wearing a pair of white sneakers. He appeared to
me to have some anxiety as he cordially thanked me for coming right away
and for bringing him a copy of my book and some other materials. And then
an argument ensued. McNamara began by saying that he did not remember
what he had said in his oral histories and, as firmly as he could, stated that
he “had a policy of not discussing Vietnam.” I pushed back forcefully.
While I empathized with his situation, I told him just as firmly that, as an



historian, I had for years disagreed with his policy of silence. Visibly upset
with my challenge, McNamara, raising his voice, said this:

Well, one reason is that the scholars haven’t done their work yet.
I haven’t read your book yet, so we’ll see. Perhaps one day I will
make my views known, but I’ll damned well have a good
research assistant to help me. [Emphasis added]

I took this to mean that whoever that research assistant would be, it would
certainly not be me.

McNamara then began to lecture me on what was wrong with
scholars, using, as an example, something he thought I was probably guilty
of believing. With emotion and some anger in his voice he stated:

Let me give you just one example of where I think a lot of people
are wrong. There are many who say—and they are supported by
some who held this view back then like our CINCPAC—that we
should have unleashed all our power in Vietnam. I think they are
completely mistaken.

McNamara, who I am certain did not know that I had three academic
degrees in East Asian history, sat back in his chair to see what my response
would be.

I saw an opening. I talked to him about his analysis as if he were
completely expert on Sino-Soviet relations, the Chinese leadership struggle,
and the differing views in Beijing on how to respond to a dramatic U.S.
escalation in Vietnam. I told McNamara that many U.S. leaders had, in the
late 1960s, misjudged Chinese Defense Minister Lin Biao’s position on
Vietnam which had, in fact, been pro-intervention. I told McNamara that I
agreed with him that even today there are East Asian scholars who do not
appreciate the 1964-1965 conflict between the leadership factions in Beijing
over Vietnam policy, and how, if the U.S. had gone much further right
then…” Surprised, McNamara interrupted to finish my sentence: “we
would have brought the Chinese into the war.” “Exactly,” I replied, “that is
what I have always argued.”



The rancor dissipated from the discussion, which continued with more
comments on China before I departed. My first meeting with McNamara
was on my mind for the rest of the day. As it turned out, it was on his mind
too. My literary agent at the time was Sterling Lord in New York, who was
very highly regarded. At the time, I had been working on Kennedy’s Cuba
policy as the topic for my next book. But, suddenly I became more
interested in a work on McNamara. The next morning, I phoned Sterling
Lord to report that I wanted to change the subject of my next book. “To
what,” he asked. “McNamara and Vietnam,” I replied. “I don’t think you
should do that,” Sterling said quickly. When I asked why not, he said:
“Because McNamara just called me a few minutes ago and said he wants to
write his own book on that!” Happy that I had, at least, finally pushed the
Defense Secretary over the line and away from his silence policy, I decided
to let matters stand as they were.

“Okay, Alright. You Can Look at it Too.”
What McNamara did not tell me during our March 1993 discussion was that
he had spoken with a journalist about Vietnam in 1992. A Washington
reporter, Deborah Shapley, had secured a meeting with him at which she
announced she was writing a book about him, wanted a series of one-on-
one interviews with him, and wanted access to his still secret Pentagon oral
histories. He had agreed. The publication date was January 1993, some
months before my meeting with McNamara. I did not notice Shapley’s
book, Promise and Power, until, by chance, I saw it in a book store around
June 1993.

It was my turn to be irate. I called McNamara right away and he took
the call. I told him how upset I was that he had not allowed a credentialed
historian on the Vietnam War to see his oral histories. There was
extraordinarily important material on Vietnam in his oral histories that
Shapley blew off as just something McNamara had made up—
“arranged”—to make Kennedy look good for the 1990s. “Okay, alright,”
McNamara interrupted me, “You can look at it too.” I wasn’t going to give
him an opportunity to have any second thoughts and was on my way to the
Pentagon within minutes to see his oral history interviews for myself.

Alfred Goldberg opened the door when I knocked at the Office of the
Historian, Secretary of Defense. As it turned out, this was the same Alfred



Goldberg that Chief Justice Earl Warren asked to help write the Warren
Report. I was in uniform. I told him who I was and that I was there to see
McNamara’s oral histories. “Oh no you’re not,” he shot right back. When I
insisted that McNamara had just given me his permission, Goldberg refused
to believe me. So I asked him to call McNamara’s office as he was there.
Goldberg did call McNamara, who then ordered Goldberg to let me see the
oral history material.

Goldberg became very angry but he had no choice as McNamara was
the originator and agency principal in the matter. Goldberg showed me into
a conference room, gave me a yellow legal pad of paper, a pencil, and the
four stapled sections of the interviews he and his colleagues had done with
McNamara in 1968. I sat down and began copying, in longhand, from page
one of the first interview. My left forearm was shot after forty minutes. I
came out of the conference room to find Goldberg at a desk. I said nothing
to him as I picked up the phone and called McNamara to complain. I told
him this would not work. McNamara got Goldberg on the phone and gave
him a direct order to let me copy what I wanted. At this, Goldberg angrily
gestured at the copy machine and walked out of the office in a huff.

And there I was, alone in a room with a copy machine and
McNamara’s compete oral history. Vietnam, Cuba, Soviet Union, nuclear
weapons—everything. It was another one of those unexpected and even
surreal moments. My access to McNamara’s Pentagon oral histories turned
out to be right on time. I had been invited to make a presentation of the case
for policy reversal between the JFK and LBJ administrations at an
important weekend conference at the LBJ Library just three months hence
in October 1993. I was to be on the final panel on Sunday, facing two
important opponents: William Gibbons from George Mason University and
Larry Berman of the Political Science Department of the University of
California at Davis.

One of the most significant things to emerge from McNamara’s oral
histories was the extent of the evidence that McNamara (and thus Kennedy)
was indeed fully prepared to execute a withdrawal in the face of a
battlefield defeat:

I think that early on in, say, 1961– 62, there was reason to accede
to Diem’s request for assistance to help train his forces. I
believed that to the extent we could train those forces, we should



do so, and having done it, we should get out. To the extent those
trained forces could not handle the problem—the subversion by
North Vietnam—I believed we should not introduce our military
forces in support of the South Vietnamese, even if they were
going to be “defeated.”

Part of this passage was quoted by Shapley, who, in her Promise and
Power, totally missed the true significance of this position and its
sensitivity in the fall of 1963. It was not, as she argued, “arranged” by
McNamara “later,” after the war had become a “trauma.” This was a terrible
thing to accuse McNamara of. It was not something McNamara would
make up so that Kennedy would look good for the seventies, eighties, or
nineties. On the contrary, this passage makes painfully clear that Kennedy,
worried about his prospects for reelection, was not being truthful about his
ultimate plans for withdrawal. To understand that, however, requires that
the totality of his public and private comments about the war effort and his
plan to withdraw from it be carefully weighed.

Another important revelation that became apparent when scrutinizing
McNamara’s oral histories was the change that had taken place in
Kennedy’s withdrawal timetable. I did not fully appreciate this crucial point
when I wrote JFK and Vietnam in 1992. The point is that the 1,000-man
withdrawal was originally planned to take place during the election
campaign of 1964.2 However, the Buddhist crisis erupted in April 1963 and
proceeded during the summer to knock the political bottom out of the
regime in Saigon. At the May SECDEF conference, as the crisis was
unfolding, McNamara announced “concrete” plans to withdraw 1,000 men,
not in 1964, but by the end of 1963. In 1992, I did not clearly grasp the
importance of McNamara’s use of the term concrete.

I have made the necessary revisions in the present edition and will not
repeat the entire story here. In short form, Kennedy needed a
recommendation to start the withdrawal in 1963—and he needed it right
away. He needed to start the withdrawal early and had do it without being
publicly associated with the military optimism accompanying that
recommendation. Kennedy accomplished that by having McNamara make
the recommendation. Kennedy and McNamara steamrolled their opposition
in the uproar that occurred when Kennedy made McNamara announce his
recommendations to the press on the steps of the White House on October



2, 1963. In the third interview of his oral history, McNamara made it clear
that both those for and against the withdrawal were acutely aware of the
importance of a public announcement and the concept of “concrete.”
“Those who opposed the decision to begin the withdrawal,” McNamara told
his interviewer, “didn’t want it announced since they believed as I did, that
it would be in concrete.” Chester Cooper (Assistant for Policy Support,
CIA) said the same thing:

McGeorge Bundy called Secretary McNamara, but was unable to
persuade him to change his mind. McNamara seemed to have
been trapped too; the sentence may have been worked out
privately with Kennedy and therefore embedded in concrete.

In any event, I clearly recall the visceral reaction, from the panelists and
audience alike, that these statements made by McNamara in his oral
histories caused when I showed slides of them at the October 1993
conference at the LBJ Library.

Finally, there was another memorable event that took place when I
went on public television in Georgia—at about this time—for a joint
discussion with former Secretary of State Dean Rusk. We were talking
about my book and Kennedy’s plan to withdraw from the war in Vietnam.
Rusk made a comment in such a matter-of-fact manner that it seemed to me
as if he must have made it on many other occasions. He said he did not
think Kennedy was going to get out of Vietnam “because the president
never said anything to me about it.” I replied, “Well, Mr. Secretary, I don’t
think that looks very good for you.” We changed the subject.

“When Did I Know?”
Although our relationship had begun with a frosty start, things improved to
the point that McNamara invited me to come to his office on a few
occasions to help him and his Research Assistant, Brian VanDeMark, with
the work on his book on the Vietnam War. I really liked Brian, who was
friendly and easy to work with. I brought a lot of documents to McNamara
that I had amassed over the years at different locations around the country.
One afternoon that I spent with McNamara stands out above the rest. It was



sometime during 1994. The weather was wonderful so it might have been
during the spring. I believe that Brian was also there on that occasion.

Something happened that afternoon with Secretary McNamara that I
had only experienced with General Odom. On rare occasions, while riding
down the BW Parkway into D.C., Odom would put down his newspaper
and exclaim, as he did on one particular occasion, “Okay, John. I might be
wrong.” He then went back to reading his newspaper, leaving me to figure
out how far back in time I had to search for a memory from a common
discussion that we had to match up with that comment. Before long, I
figured it out: it was a discussion about the Sino-Soviet split and Soviet
strategy in the Vietnam War, in which I had defended an interpretation of
my teacher and mentor at GWU, Dr. Richard Thornton. Odom eventually
came around to Thornton’s position.

At this session with McNamara in 1994, I recall that it had been quiet
for several minutes. All three of us had been pouring over a number of
documents. McNamara then asked me a question that I’ll never forget, not
only because of the question, but also because of the apparent subliminal
state of consciousness that he appeared to be in when he posed the question
to me. Looking directly at me, even right through me, with a blank look on
his face he said: “When did I know?” This question struck me like a
thunderbolt. I knew exactly what he meant. I was aware that, for just a
moment, McNamara had allowed his consciousness to drift to a place where
events had been repressed and that this part of him wanted answers.

McNamara had just asked me when he first knew the truth about the
war. I knew how much he had struggled with guilt for so many years and I
realized this was an important—if fleeting—moment. I took some time to
consider his question carefully before answering. Then I replied, “I cannot
tell you when you figured it out; however, I can tell you when I think that
you had ample opportunity to do so.” I picked the December 1962-January
1963 time frame for all of the reasons discussed in Chapter Sixteen—
Kennedy emissaries returning with the bad news, the CIA taking MACV’s
statistics apart, and the president demanding access to the raw cable traffic
out of Saigon.

McNamara was not finished. He asked me another question: “Where
am I in trouble?” Again, the question came from a far-away place inside. In
his book, and afterward on television, he would take full responsibility for
the tragedy that the war had become, and said that he was sorry, “terribly



sorry.” He avoided blaming others and was mainly self-critical. Yet, in this
second question, I sensed that there was an implication he was worried
about something that he might have been more personally responsible for.
This was a much harder question to answer and, again, I took some time to
think it over. My instinct told me that it might have been the Honolulu
meeting that took place two days before the assassination (see Chapter
Twenty-Two). Given the many missing records of that event, however, this
was, perhaps, a weak guess. And so, I answered: “Maybe you should think
about explaining what your reaction was to the generals at the November
1963 meeting in Honolulu.”

That is the story of a Cold War Defense Secretary and a baby-boomer
Army Intelligence officer. I am glad that McNamara came as clean as he
could—even if he lacked the stomach to acknowledge the lies and deceit
that took place in the Kennedy years of the war. They were destined to
happen again—when the stakes were much greater—under Lyndon
Johnson. I am certain that McNamara was utterly devastated by the
Kennedy assassination and that he found it difficult to continue to support
Johnson’s war policy. And so, the Secretary of Defense resigned in 1967.

1. Blascak, interview with the author, April 30, 1988.
2. The source for this is Senator Mansfield, quoted in Michael Charlton and Anthony Moncrieff,
Many Reasons Why: The American Involvement in Vietnam (New York: Hill & Wang, 1978), p.
81.
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Preamble to the 2017 Edition

rigadier General Joseph A. McChristian was the intelligence chief of
the Military Assistance Command, Vietnam (MACV), during General

William Westmoreland’s command of MACV (1964-1968). McChristian’s
insistence on telling the truth about the size and determination of the Viet
Cong caused a premature end to his tour at MACV in June 1967. He was
perhaps the army’s most distinguished intelligence officer. He had served as
General Patton’s intelligence chief in the breakout from Normandy in
WWII. After MACV, McChristian became the Assistant Chief of Staff for
Intelligence (ACSI), at Headquarters, U.S. Army.

I met McChristian during my assignment at Fort Huachuca in 1988,
when he was inducted into the Military Intelligence Hall of fame. We spoke
privately for more than an hour. When he learned the topic of my PhD
dissertation was about Kennedy and Vietnam, he opened up to me, not only
about what had happened to him in Vietnam, but also about what happened
afterward. He told me that many of his records at the Army Center for
Military History had been surreptitiously removed. He encouraged me to go
forward with the project, and to find the officers who had been in Vietnam
during the 1961-1963 period and interview them. McChristian was happy to
find out that Don Blascak and Sam Adams were going to help me do just
that.

I decided to write this short preamble about a profound comment that
General McChristian once made, and that I had quoted in the original
manuscript of this book. Unfortunately, my editor at Warner Books—who
held a very senior position at that publishing house—told me I needed to
remove it. She said that nobody would be able to understand what the
comment meant. Reluctantly, I went along with her wish, and I have
regretted it ever since. So, rather than just reinserting it in its original



location at the end of Chapter Thirteen, I want to put it up front here. I want
to frame it. I want to call it out, so that those among our citizenry who have
not served in a military uniform can understand the kind of general officer
we need the most.

The comment by McChristian to which I refer took place on camera as
CBS was producing its famous documentary on General Westmoreland and
MACV: “CBS Reports, the Uncounted Enemy—A Vietnam Deception.” In
Westmoreland’s lawsuit afterward, the prosecution deposed McChristian on
the question of whether or not Westmoreland had lied. They regretted doing
that, as the intelligence chief, under oath, told the truth, and said that lying
about the enemy violated the West Point motto—duty, honor, country. For
the first time in history, one West Point graduate accused another of doing
something “dishonorable.”

But the comment I am thinking about took place during the production
of the CBS documentary. In that on camera setting, McChristian refused to
answer whether or not Westmoreland had lied. He agreed, however, to
address the issue if the question was posed to him in this way: producer
George Crile asked, “What does it mean to lie about the enemy in a time of
war?” This was McChristian’s answer: “It jeopardizes not only the lives of
the soldiers on the battlefield, but also the future liberty of your people at
home.” It is my heartfelt hope that my editor was wrong, and that I do not
have to explain the meaning and eloquence of McChristian’s response.



The web of our lives is of a mingled yarn, good and ill together; our virtues
would be proud if our faults whipped them not, and our crimes would

despair if they were not cherished by our virtues.

SHAKESPEARE
 ALL’S WELL THAT ENDS WELL



Part One

Loss of Innocence
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Prologue

Hook, Line, and Sinker

his is the worst one we’ve got isn’t it?” President Kennedy said, as
he looked up at Walt Rostow with a worried expression on his

face. “You know, Eisenhower never mentioned it. He talked at length about
Laos, but never uttered the word Vietnam.”3 It was just six days after the
inauguration, and Kennedy had just finished reading a report on Vietnam.
Rostow, his specialist on Southeast Asia in the National Security Council,4
had given the report to Kennedy and insisted he read every word. Rostow
described it as “an extremely vivid and well written account of a place that
was going to hell in a hack.”5 In between the well-crafted lines of this
report, however, was an ulterior motive: its author, Edward Lansdale,
wanted to be the ambassador to South Vietnam.

Lansdale, then an Air Force general working in the Office of Special
Operations for the Secretary of Defense, had a long history of experience in
covert operations and was a recognized expert on Vietnam. An advertising
specialist before joining the Office of Strategic Services (the precursor to
the CIA) in World War II, Lansdale began working under military cover for
the CIA in 1950 in the Philippines. Initially his cover was with the Army,
and then eventually with the Air Force. Lansdale had served in Vietnam
during the Eisenhower Administration and contributed in a major way to
the birth and subsequent development of South Vietnam. In the process, he
became a close personal friend of South Vietnamese President Ngo Dinh
Diem. In the Eisenhower period, Lansdale had worked in the Saigon
Military Mission, but he had powerful allies in the CIA, and his
professional patron was the Agency’s director, Allen Dulles.6 Lansdale even



owed his promotion to Brigadier General to Dulles, who had intervened
with Air Force Chief of Staff Curtis Lemay to bring it about.

In January 1961, Lansdale returned from a fact-finding trip to
Vietnam, where the communists, who had launched a serious guerrilla
campaign two years earlier, had made impressive gains. His report said the
Viet Cong goal was to take over South Vietnam in 1961, and that they were
much closer to accomplishing this objective than he had realized from the
reports he had read in Washington.7 While in Vietnam, Lansdale was
shocked when he saw intelligence maps of the estimated situation, and he
reported that Diem held similar grim views.8

The extent of the area controlled by the Viet Cong was particularly
disturbing. They had the initiative, Lansdale said, and, excluding Saigon,
control over most of the region “from the jungled foothills of the High
Plateau all the way south down to the Gulf of Siam.” This was South
Vietnam’s “bread basket,” he pointed out, “where most of its rubber and
rice are grown.” If the Viet Cong succeeded, Lansdale warned, the rest of
Southeast Asia would be “easy pickings for the enemy,” because the
toughest pro-American force in the region would be gone. Lansdale had a
solution for this dire problem: the U.S. needed to show strong support for
President Diem and make changes in U.S. personnel, including the
replacement of Ambassador Elbridge Durbrow. Durbrow, he said, was not
considered a friend by the Vietnamese because they believed he had
sympathized with an attempted coup, staged in November 1960, against
Diem.

A bespectacled, gravel-voiced career Foreign Service Officer with a
“combative and peppery nature” and a vocabulary fit for a barroom,
Durbrow had many years of diplomatic experience in the Soviet Union and
had been serving as the American Ambassador in Vietnam since March
1957. Unlike his predecessor, Durbrow asserted his authority as head of the
mission, which led to problems with the Chief of the Military Assistance
and Advisory Group (MAAG), Lieutenant General Samuel T. (“Hangin’
Sam”) Williams, who liked to run the MAAG independently of the
embassy. The two often ended up in shouting matches during Country Team
meetings.9 Durbrow, or “Durbie” as his State Department colleagues called
him, eventually ran afoul of Diem, who did not take kindly to the American
Ambassador’s attempt, in September 1960, to superimpose the American



system of legislative controls and checks and balances on South Vietnam’s
government.10

Two days after Kennedy read the Lansdale report, the general was
invited to attend a meeting in the president’s office.11 Present were Vice
President Johnson, Secretary of State Dean Rusk, Secretary of Defense
Robert McNamara, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Lemnitzer, and
Director of Central Intelligence (DCI) Dulles. The meeting, called to
discuss Cuba, was expanded to include Vietnam, due to the president’s
“keen interest” in the Lansdale report.12 After the CIA briefing on the
Cuban invasion plan, the assistant Secretary of State for the Far East, J.
Graham Parsons, and Lansdale joined the meeting. The president greeted
Lansdale and complimented him on his report.13 Kennedy, motioning to
Rusk, then asked Lansdale, “Has the secretary here mentioned that I wanted
you to be ambassador to Vietnam?”14 Lansdale replied that it would be an
honor.

Photograph of Edward Lansdale.



Before receiving Lansdale’s presentation, Kennedy decided to hear a
briefing on the Counterinsurgency Plan (CIP) for Vietnam. Ambassador
Durbrow had recently forwarded the CIP from Vietnam, and Parsons was
there to explain its contents to the president. The CIP boiled down to two
key elements. The first was more U.S. military aid for a 20,000-man
increase to Diem’s army. The second was a requirement tying this aid to
reforms by Diem. These included streamlining his civil and military chains
of command; instituting an economic planning system; and democratic
reforms, such as allowing the formation of political parties and village
elections.

Kennedy questioned whether the military measures in the CIP were
sufficient to achieve the stated goal of permitting Saigon to move onto the
offensive. No one offered a clear answer. He then asked if the real problem
was one of “politics and morale,” but this important question, too, went
unanswered.15 Kennedy ordered McGeorge Bundy, his Assistant for
National Security Affairs, to promptly see that a Task Force, similar to the
one on Cuba, be set up for Vietnam.16 Twice the president expressed
interest in South Vietnamese guerrilla operations against the North
Vietnamese.17 “We must be better off in three months than we are now,”
Kennedy declared.

This poorly focused and superficial discussion of the CIP, especially
its linkage to political reforms, would return to haunt American Vietnam
policy. No one warned Kennedy about the poisonous waters that had
spawned this linkage: that Ambassador Durbrow, objecting to the
enlargement of the South Vietnamese Army, came up with the idea of
reforms as a quid pro quo compromise. Furthermore, no one questioned
how Diem might react to them. Yet the CIP assumed that Diem’s ability to
resist the communist threat depended, in large part, on their success. Nor
did anyone tell Kennedy that these reforms were, in fact, anathema to Diem,
and that Ambassador Durbrow (who knew this) anticipated that Diem might
have to be forced to implement them.18

Vietnam had been added to the agenda at the last moment and the
principals were poorly prepared to deal with the subject. Parsons privately
thought the CIP was inadequate, and later revealed he had made a deliberate
but veiled attempt to portray it that way, but the president and “others
present” didn’t get what he was driving at.19



Considering his close relationship with Diem, Lansdale might have
mentioned Diem’s distaste for Durbrow’s prescription for democracy in
South Vietnam. Instead, Lansdale’s focus was self-serving and his
comments designed to persuade Kennedy to appoint him as the new
ambassador.20 Lansdale had already begun lobbying in his written report,
which advocated “an unusual man” be sent to Vietnam—one who, because
of his understanding, could influence people. The report emphasized the
need to “get close to the Vietnamese,” touted Diem’s confidence in the CIA
and the MAAG, and stressed Diem’s distrust of certain “Americans” in the
Foreign Service, a not-too-subtle dig at Durbrow. At the meeting, Lansdale
continued jabbing at Durbrow, reiterating to Kennedy that Diem felt
Durbrow and others were not fully behind him, and suspected that the
ambassador favored the coup-minded rebels.

Kennedy asked if a letter or gesture would help build Diem’s morale,
and Lansdale replied that it “would help a great deal.” Lansdale’s charges
against Durbrow, however, put Secretary of State Rusk on the spot, sealing
Durbrow’s fate. Rusk reacted by pointing out that U.S. diplomats “were
caught between pressing Diem to do things he did not wish to do and the
need to convey to him American support.” Nonetheless, he conceded that
Durbrow “should be relieved in the near future.”21 Rusk would not forgive
Lansdale for this and, before long, would return the favor—killing
Lansdale’s chances for becoming Durbrow’s replacement in Saigon.

Neither Lansdale’s presentation nor Parson’s briefing on the CIP told
the whole story. Kennedy was not given, and he failed to demand, an
explanation for why American aid had to be inextricably linked to reforms;
nor did he ask how important these reforms were to the overall success of
the program, and what alternatives should be considered if Diem refused to
carry them out. Such a discussion would have revealed deep divisions in his
administration on fundamental issues on Vietnam policy.

These divisions remained concealed and, a few days later, Kennedy
took his first step toward a deeper American commitment to Vietnam.
Alarmed by Lansdale’s Vietnam trip report, Kennedy impulsively grasped
for the first solutions in reach: Lansdale and the CIP. Ironically, Lansdale
would facilitate Diem’s effort to undermine the reforms mandated by the
CIP and, as a result, American policy would become bogged down for the
next three months. Moreover, the hidden fissures in Kennedy’s



administration and the conflict over what to do about Diem created a slowly
growing cancer that would end with Diem’s assassination three years later.

Diem’s tragic end would affect no one more deeply than Lansdale,
who could not have foreseen this outcome on that first triumphant day in
Kennedy’s office. On that day, the president had been immediately attracted
to Lansdale, perhaps because both men had similar qualities: energy, fresh
ideas, directness, and self-confidence in the face of adversity. Far from
being put off by the dark side of America’s most celebrated covert operator,
the president was fascinated by Lansdale’s James Bond mystique. The one
thing Kennedy made up his mind to do right away was to remove
Ambassador Durbrow and replace him with Lansdale. That hasty, pivotal
decision to admit Lansdale into the inner sanctum of power was a choice
that Kennedy alone made. The president had bit hard and took the bait;
hook, line, and sinker.
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Chapter 1

Straight to the Brink Over Laos

n January 19, 1961, the day before John F. Kennedy was inaugurated,
he got a surprising piece of advice from the outgoing president. In a

private meeting, Eisenhower told him that Laos was the key to all of
Southeast Asia, and if Laos fell the U.S. would have to “write off the whole
area.”22 Laos, a small landlocked country in the middle of the Southeast
Asian peninsula, straddles both Thailand and South Vietnam. Because of this
location, its fall posed a threat to Thailand and, especially, to South Vietnam.
Laos would have to be defended, Eisenhower said, even if the U.S. had to do
it without help from its allies. Neutralization was out of the question. “It
would be fatal,” Eisenhower told Kennedy, “for us to permit communists to
insert themselves into the Laotian government.”

Eisenhower and Kennedy then met with their advisors in the Cabinet
Room. The discussion concentrated on points of crisis, and especially on the
mounting difficulties in Laos. Eisenhower said that he had hoped that the
South East Asia Treaty Organization (SEATO) would take charge of the
“controversy” in Laos, but that the British and French did not want SEATO
to act. Outgoing Secretary of State Christian Herter, predicted that the Soviet
bloc did not seek a major war in Southeast Asia, but added that they would
continue “to make trouble up to the brink.” Herter recommended that the
U.S. should convince the communists that America intended to defend Laos,
and should persuade “our allies to move with us in concert.” Herter
concluded that, without a political settlement in Laos, the U.S. would have to
intervene. Eisenhower repeated what he had said privately, that Laos was the
key to all Southeast Asia, and if the communists overtook it and the U.S.
failed to persuade others to take action, he would be willing, “as a last



desperate hope, to intervene unilaterally.” It would be fatal, he reiterated, to
permit the communists to have any part in a new Laotian regime.23

Kennedy, who had been listening quietly, finally asked how long it
would take to send an American division into Laos. Defense Secretary
Thomas Gates answered that it would take twelve to seventeen days from the
U.S, and that it would be less if troops already in the Pacific were used.
Gates added that, while the United States was in excellent shape to meet one
“limited war situation,” it could not, of course, meet two limited war
“situations” going on at the same time.24 That was an interesting statement.
The Pentagon and CIA had been gearing up for action in both Cuba and
Laos. Eisenhower had come under intense pressure from the Joint Chiefs of
Staff (JCS) to intervene militarily in Laos. Moreover, in between
administrations, the outgoing president declined to intervene, and was
leaving a terrible mess for Kennedy deal with. The quicksand that Laos had
become was in no small part due to the many years of incompetence and
policy mistakes of the Eisenhower Administration.

The Eisenhower Administration’s Mess in Laos
The defeat of France in the battle of Dien Bien Phu in the spring of 1954 led
to the complete collapse of the French position in Indochina and also to the
independence of Vietnam, Laos, and Thailand. After the subsequent partition
of Vietnam by the 1954 Geneva Accords, the Unites States moved into the
vacuum in South Vietnam, Laos, and Thailand to block the advance of
communism in Indochina. By 1956, Prince Souvanna Phouma and the
communist Pathet Lao were attempting to cobble together a neutralist
arrangement allowing for communist participation in the government of
Laos. Predictably, the Eisenhower Administration was opposed to that
arrangement. The problem for the U.S. was that Souvanna, who had been
elected overwhelmingly as Prime Minister in 1951, was reelected again in
1956.

The U.S. State Department watched these developments with alarm.
Opposition to a coalition government in Laos was “a basic feature” of
Eisenhower’s policy.25 “I struggled for sixteen months,” the American
Ambassador, J. Graham Parsons, later said, “to prevent a coalition.”26 The
situation became complicated in February-March 1958, when Parsons
returned to the State Department and Horace Smith became the new



ambassador in Laos. Smith encouraged Phouma’s neutralist stance, but the
ambassador was opposed by the CIA Station Chief, Henry Hecksher.27

These circumstances made the embassy in Vientiane more fragmented
than ever during 1958 and 1959. Hecksher had assumed his post in the
summer of 1957, replacing Milton Clark. Hecksher got along appallingly
with the new ambassador, and ran CIA operations with as little interference
from him as possible. The two men disagreed over which faction should be
supported and, as a result, they constantly worked at cross-purposes. Charles
Stevenson explains why Washington did nothing to resolve this sloppy
situation in Vientiane:

Washington officials permitted these conflicts to go unresolved
for several reasons. One was simply the lack of reliable
information from Laos. Smith did not tell Washington about many
of his suspicions concerning the CIA activities because, given
Hecksher’s evasiveness and denials, he lacked proof that the
station chief was not cooperating. Hecksher reported to his
superiors, William Colby and Desmond Fitzgerald, who
themselves favored an active CIA role in Laos. Another reason
for inaction in Washington, was a lack of confidence in Smith.
Several of his superiors doubted his abilities and ultimately an
attempt was made to replace him. That idea was rejected partly on
the grounds that it would be bad publicity for an already notorious
situation.28

The CIA was happy because it could do whatever it wanted in Laos. As
Stevenson points out, the Far East Bureau of the State Department
sympathized with the CIA’s anti-communism, and Deputy Assistant
Secretary Parsons was tolerant of the Agency’s activities. By the time the rift
in the Vientiane embassy had become undeniably obvious, “the CIA had
achieved a virtual coup d’état in Vientiane.” 29

Smith did not learn until it was too late how successfully the CIA
station had been working behind his back. Hecksher covertly funded the
anti-communist and pro-American factions in Laos and, in August 1958,
installed a new regime. Arthur Schlesinger describes how the sequence of
events began:



The CIA set up a Committee for the Defense of the National
Interests (CDNI) and brought back from France as its chief an
energetic, ambitious and devious officer named Phoumi Nosavan.
Prince Souvanna, who had shown himself an honest and respected
if impulsive leader, was forced out of office; a veteran politician
named Phoui Sananikoune took his place.30

But the CIA was still not satisfied. As the events in Laos unfolded in 1959,
the State Department officially backed Phoui, while the Agency preferred
Phoumi. At the State Department, however, the new Assistant Secretary of
State for East Asian and Pacific Affairs, Parsons, sided with the CIA.
Schlesinger describes how these confusing American intrigues played out:

The CIA station chief [Hecksher] refused to follow the State
Department policy or even to tell the ambassador his plans and
intentions. One Laotian leader complained to the ambassador
about American policy, “Since so many voices are heard, it is
impossible to tell which has an authoritative ring.” When Phoui
dismissed a CDNI leader as foreign minister and the CDNI
seemed on the verge of falling apart, the CIA moved in to
preserve its investment. Phoui was overthrown, and Phoumi now
was in control. Prince Souphanouvong was in jail (from which,
after winning over his guards, he soon escaped to the north). The
Pathet Lao took to the hills and resumed the civil war.31

The Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) supported the CIA’s plans for Laos. The
chiefs wanted to establish a Military Assistance Advisory Group (MAAG) in
Laos. The JCS approved Operation Monkhood, under which nine U.S. Army
Special Forces teams were deployed to Laos by May 1, 1959; while the CIA,
with help from Thailand, began training the opium-cultivating
anticommunist army of Hmong hillsmen under the command of Hmong
leader Vang Pao.”32

During the summer of 1959, fighting broke out between the Pathet Lao
and the Royal Laotian government. The U.S. answered the government’s
request for assistance by dispatching more Special Forces White Star teams
to train the Royal Lao Army (RLA). The CIA judged Major General Phoumi



to be “the best instrument through which U.S. military advice and aid can
bring about maximum results,”33 and John F. “Jack” Hasey became
Phoumi’s CIA case officer. At a December 23, 1959, NSC meeting, Dulles
“noted that in Laos drastic changes in the government will be required if the
Pathet Lao is to be restrained.”34 Not surprisingly, two days later Phoumi
took control of the Laotian capital Vientiane in a bloodless coup d’état.

However, complete disarray continued to reign in Laos, aided and
abetted by the USSR and the CIA. In August 1960, Souvanna Phouma was
again restored as the Prime Minister—with Soviet support—by the
American-trained Colonel Kong Le. The Laotian Assembly ratified
Souvanna’s new government, as did the U.S. government. However, Peter
Dale Scott has described how the Pentagon and CIA then took matters into
their own hands:

The Pentagon and the CIA, having lost control of the Laotian
political process, began preparing for a military coup to displace
Souvanna Phouma a second time and to install Phoumi Nosavan
in his place. By September 1960, the planes of Air America [a
CIA airline] were supplying Phoumi’s rebel base … In the same
month U.S. military supplies were cut off for Kong Le’s forces.35

At the same time, the monthly cash-grant to pay for RLA military supplies
was suspended. After a Pentagon-CIA backed counter-coup in December
1960, Phoumi returned to power again. By the end of the year, Kong Le—
then receiving support from a Soviet airlift—retreated to the Plain of Jars.

On the ground in Laos, the Laotian phase of Operation Momentum, the
CIA program for training and arming Vang Pao’s Hmong against the North
Vietnamese, was put into motion. Yet, as Scott has pointed out, the CIA’s
campaign had the opposite result: driving Kong Le’s neutralists into arms of
the communist Pathet Lao—who were receiving more and more support
from the North Vietnamese.36

If Phoumi can be accused of being naïve about the Pathet Lao, the
same can be said of the Eisenhower Administration. The strategic
importance of Laos to the Mekong valley, Thailand, Cambodia and South
Vietnam and beyond, begat a huge, and terribly mismanaged, American



investment. Schlesinger’s trenchant description of the outcome is worth
repeating:

It was a misbegotten investment. Laos simply did not have the
national or social structure to absorb the remorseless flood of
American bounty. Instead of lifting living standards or even
producing military force, aid led to unimaginable bribery, graft,
currency manipulation and waste. Expensive motor cars thronged
the dusty streets of Vientiane. The Laotian officials themselves
were demoralized, and the army officers, rejoicing in American
patronage, grew increasingly involved in politics and graft. As
money flowed into Vientiane, the gap widened between the
capital and the countryside. The Pathet Lao, speaking out for
virtue and the people, gathered strength in the villages.37

That pattern would soon be gathering steam in the cities and rural villages of
South Vietnam.

So as the president elect, the day before his inauguration, listened
quietly to Eisenhower and Herter advocate a massive U.S. military
intervention in Laos, he had his own ideas—and kept them to himself.
Kennedy was not unfamiliar with Indochina. Speaking in the Senate in 1958,
he remarked that massive retaliation could not succeed in Laos against
“guerrilla forces or in peripheral wars … We have been driving ourselves
into a corner where the choice is all or nothing at all.”38

The “Laos Neutralization Gambit”
During his first press conference Kennedy declared that Laos should be an
“independent” country free of domination by either side.39 Unfortunately,
that vision would not be realized, and the unfolding deterioration in that
country would become the primary foreign policy focus of the new
administration prior to the Bay of Pigs fiasco. Eventually, communist
domination of key Laotian terrain would open the door wide for infiltration
into South Vietnam.
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By early February, it looked as though Eisenhower’s concerns had
been justified: the military situation in Laos was critical. Supplied by an
ongoing Soviet airlift, the communist Pathet Lao already held the strategic
Plain of Jars. The U.S.-backed forces, commanded by General Nosavan
Phoumi, were dangerously dispersed, defending the approaches to
Vientiane, Luang Prabang, and the southern panhandle. Kennedy ordered
the formation of a Laos Task Force and asked for daily reports. Rusk
delivered the initial task force plan to the White House meeting on February
7, 1961. It had three basic elements: 1) the King of Laos would declare
Laos neutral; 2) General Phoumi would conduct an offensive against the
communist Pathet Lao and capture the Plain of Jars in central Laos to
strengthen the negotiating position of the government; and 3) the Southeast
Asian Treaty Organization (SEATO) would carry out supporting moves,
including the deployment of a U.S. military unit to Thailand.40

There was a broad consensus among Kennedy’s advisors that the
communists had to be stopped by force before a genuinely neutral Laos
could exist, and that the U.S. should intervene militarily “if necessary.”41 A
neutral Laos in which the Pathet Lao held the upper hand militarily posed
the larger strategic problem of communist control of the Ho Chi Minh Trail,
which would give them logistical access to Vietnam, Cambodia, and
Thailand. Thus, the plan called for defeating the Pathet Lao and declaring
Laos neutral.

Kennedy had to do something, and, on the surface, this plan looked
good. It did not commit the U.S. to anything and it would leave the pro-
American Phoumi forces in a militarily advantageous position, a position
which could facilitate the introduction of U.S. forces, if necessary. The real
crux of the plan was Phoumi’s offensive, and the Task Force recommended
the plan because the U.S. intelligence community assured the members that
Phoumi’s forces would have little trouble defeating the Pathet Lao. This
assessment was based on a Special National Intelligence Estimate (SNIE),
which predicted Phoumi’s American-trained and financed forces would win
against the Pathet Lao.42 This estimate relied largely upon the input of two
Army officers working in the office under the Army Assistant Chief of Staff
for Intelligence (ACSI),43 particularly the Chief of the Indochina Desk, who
had recently returned from attaché duty in Laos.

At this point, however, an unusual and unfortunate sequence of events
unfolded. The Laos estimate was drafted at a low level of classification



because the Air Force representative in the coordination process did not
have certain security clearances. Officers in another ACSI office, the North
Vietnam Desk, had intelligence of a higher classification that refuted the
thesis that Phoumi could win. These officers went to the final coordination
meeting, intending to clear the room of those without the right clearances
and, using their information, turn the estimate around. Their plan, one of
them recalls, was thwarted by the SNIE’s drafter (Abbot Smith), who
denied their request to clear the room. Consequently, the CIA published the
estimate in its original form; and based on this “military” advice—that there
were limited North Vietnamese forces in Laos and that Phoumi could take
the Plain of Jars in three weeks—Kennedy approved the Laos Task Force
plan.44

Of course, Kennedy was unaware of the critical information showing
Phoumi would lose. This intelligence lapse was tragic. It led directly to a
strategy that failed, a failure that narrowed the available policy options and
moved the U.S. to the brink of war in Southeast Asia.

When Kennedy approved the “Laos neutralization gambit,”45 as
Rostow called the plan, he excluded the provision for a deployment of U.S.
troops to Thailand. As a result, U.S. forces were not in a position to help
Phoumi when the plan went awry. Within three weeks of the plan’s
adoption, the Pathet Lao consolidated their hold on the Plain of Jars.
Admiral Felt warned that the volume of the “commie supply effort” was
greater than needed for defense, raising the specter of a communist
offensive, and concluded: “It needs to be repeated again and again, that the
only way to save Laos now is by successful military action.”46 Phoumi’s
offensive never materialized, and on March 6, in a vicious offensive of their
own, the Pathet Lao destroyed a large portion of his forces. “Phoumi’s
troops broke and ran,” Roger Hilsman, Director of the State Department’s
Bureau of Intelligence and Research, later said of the battle.47 Rostow
reported it to Kennedy this way: “without much of a fight, our boys fell
back, apparently beyond the crucial crossroads.”48 These crossroads opened
the approaches to Vientiane, Luang Prabang, and, more importantly, to the
Mekong Valley and South Vietnam. The new administration’s policy in
Southeast Asia was headed for deep trouble.



Operation Millpond
The failure of the initial administration plan in Laos was upsetting to the
president. According to Schlesinger, the Phoumi fiasco “confirmed
Kennedy’s impression of Phoumi’s singular incompetence,” and he decided
then that Laos must have a coalition government.49 The failure of the
“neutralization gambit,” then, was actually the catalyst that moved Kennedy
beyond the ideal of an externally neutral Laos toward the concrete internal
prescription of a coalition government. However, even though the
inclination of Kennedy’s thinking was toward a political solution, the
thinking of the bureaucracy that served under him was just the opposite.

With few exceptions, State and Defense department officials felt the
situation could not be saved by pursuing a nonmilitary political strategy.50

The Laos Task Force considered a variety of measures to “maintain a
minimum military position” from which to negotiate neutralization, but
concluded “none of these seemed promising.”51 Chester Bowles, Under
Secretary of State, objected to a military solution on the grounds that the
Chinese would not permit an American presence in Laos. The Joint Chiefs
countered that military measures were available to cope with this.52 Their
idea was to put U.S. forces into South Vietnam and advance west to block
any Chinese incursion through the mountains of Laos and, if necessary, to
resort to the extreme measure of using nuclear weapons. It is difficult to
imagine that sort of proposal today, but it was not atypical of the cold war
mentality that characterized those days.

General Phoumi’s failure had clearly sent Laos planning back to the
drawing board. Rostow acknowledged as much when he wrote to Kennedy,
“our initial dispositions with respect to Laos, both diplomatically and
militarily, have not succeeded, and we enter a new phase.”53 Despite the
president’s inclination toward a political solution, the communist advance
on the ground posed a grave dilemma. Even though Kennedy wanted to
negotiate neutralization, says his aide, Theodore Sorensen, he was
“determined not to start negotiations until the fighting stopped.”54 Hilsman
recalled the problem in this way:

The only possible incentive for the communists to go to the
negotiating table was fear of an American intervention. And on
this there could be no bluff. The United States had to be



determined to intervene if necessary. This in turn meant that
public statements and private communications about our
determination had to be backed up with concrete movements of
American troops.55

Moving American forces was something Kennedy was willing to do.
To decide how to proceed, a key strategy meeting was held on March

9. At the meeting, the Laos Task Force recommended Operation Millpond,
a “seventeen-step escalation ladder” beginning with military advisors,
moving to token units and then on to deploying a massive force. The task
force, however, was more disposed to the use of American forces than the
president.56 Although Kennedy gave the go-ahead to preparations for a
military buildup, he emphasized to all present that he had not given the final
“go” signal.57

Nevertheless, one of the measures he approved did put American
servicemen on the ground in Laos. McNamara assigned this measure “the
highest priority.” It transferred Marine (H-34) helicopters for CIA-directed
(White Star) U.S. Army Special Forces advisory operations there.58 Half of
the helicopter crews were Marines, and the rest were Army and Navy
personnel. Three hundred U.S. Marines were deployed to Udorn, Thailand,
for maintenance. Before they arrived from the Bennington on March 28, the
communists launched yet another offensive.59 The communists, it appeared,
did not take Washington seriously.

“60,000 Soldiers, Air Cover and Even Nuclear
Weapons, or Else Stay Out”
As preparations for military actions proceeded, Kennedy still worked for a
diplomatic solution. At his March 15 press conference, he said, “It is our
hope from all of these negotiations will come a genuinely independent and
neutral Laos, which is the master of its own fate.”60 During the last weeks
of March, these overtures failed,61 and the pro-American Laotians were in
full retreat while the Pathet Lao continued to add to the territory under their
control.



Such a total collapse of the American position prompted work on yet
another plan for intervention, this one prepared in the State Department.62

The plan was to put 26,000 troops, half of them Asian and half of them
American, into Laos “merely to hold certain key centers for diplomatic
bargaining purposes, not to conquer the country. They would shoot only if
shot at.” Meanwhile, on March 19, the Commander-in-Chief, Pacific
(CINCPAC), ordered Joint Task Force 116 and its supporting forces on
alert. On March 20, Marine Major General Weller was ordered to assemble
and activate the command on Okinawa, and the order was given for most of
the U.S. Seventh Fleet to concentrate in the South China Sea.63 At the end
of two days (March 21-22) of NSC meetings, a divided and disorganized
administration was moving inexorably toward war.

At the first meeting, Rostow clashed with the Joint Chiefs. He argued
for the introduction of a small number of U.S. combat forces into the
Mekong Valley, not to fight the Pathet Lao, but to deter them and provide a
bargaining chip for an international conference.64 The JCS opposed
Rostow’s plan, “drawing a lurid picture of an all-out communist response,
with thousands of Viet Minh [North Vietnamese communists] pouring into
Laos and the ultimate possibility of war with China.”65 Rostow was furious.
He later criticized the Chiefs’ military advice and contended that “They
were wrong about Communist logistical capabilities which they grossly
overrated.”66 The Joint Chiefs were not opposed to intervention: the issue
was limited versus large-scale intervention. By raising the specter of
Vietnamese or Chinese involvement, the Joint Chiefs were opposing limited
intervention. The JCS position was “all or nothing: either go in on a large
scale, with 60,000 soldiers, air cover and even nuclear weapons, or else stay
out.”67

Even though nothing was resolved at this first NSC meeting, at the
end of the day CINCPAC ordered U.S. forces to “a readiness state just short
of the condition where intervention was deemed imminent.” For a second
day, the debate dragged on. According to Hilsman, “over and over again the
discussion each time came to the same dead ends.”68 If Laos was
abandoned, the communists would mount pressure against Thailand,
Cambodia, and South Vietnam. On the other hand, any attempt to push out
the communists with less than an all-out commitment could lead to another



Korean-style bloodletting; and any large-scale intervention or use of nuclear
weapons ran the risk of starting World War III.

In the end, Kennedy decided to send a clear signal of American
determination to the communists. Three aircraft carriers with 1,400 Marines
aboard steamed toward the South China Sea. 150 Marines were rushed to
Udorn, Thailand (near the Laos border), and another 2,600 made ready on
Okinawa. On the evening of March 23, the president held a press
conference to underscore these deployments. He said, “If in the past there
has been any possible ground for misunderstanding of our desire for a truly
neutral Laos, there should be none now.”69 Since the previous December
13, Soviet planes “have been conspicuous in a large-scale airlift into the
battle area,” he said, along with “combat specialists” from North Vietnam,
and “it is this new dimension of externally supported warfare that creates
the present grave problem.”

The three U.S. aircraft carriers formed Task Force 77, 200 miles off of
Da Nang, to provide air support for anticipated operations in Laos. Air
support was also provided from Sangley Point in the Philippines, and two
Marine fighter squadrons (VMF-312 and VMF-154) were transferred from
Naval Air Station, Atsugi, Japan, to join the Marine fighter squadron
(VMA-212) already at Cubi Point in the Philippines. Forces from other
parts of the Pacific, the 1st Marine Brigade and elements of the 4th Marines
and Marine Aircraft Group 13, were loaded up and set sail for Okinawa.
Refueling and other logistical operations necessary to sustain the force
converging off the coast of Vietnam were complete by March 24.
According to the Navy history of the Vietnam War:

This movement of naval forces to Southeast Asia reflected the
Navy’s increased readiness to project forces ashore. It was a
harbinger of deployments that occurred later in the Vietnam War.
... The fleet and its embarked forces again stood ready to
implement national policy in Southeast Asia.70

Although the scale was smaller, the pace of the buildup was as swift as that
for Operation Desert Shield thirty years later.

Between March 26 and April 1, a joint British-American diplomatic
initiative calling for a peace conference appeared to gain Soviet



agreement;71 but, on April 4, a Soviet broadcast complicated the situation
by making an unacceptable demand. Moscow wanted agreement on holding
a conference prior to any cease-fire.72 The chances for a political solution
seemed to be fading.

Meanwhile, to consolidate command and control of the large military
forces preparing to intervene in Laos, a new commander was put in charge.
On April 7, Army Lieutenant General Paul D. Harkins, the Deputy
Commander-in-Chief, U.S. Army Pacific, established an overall
headquarters on Okinawa. Joint Task Force 116 was deactivated and most
of its staff transferred to his new command.73 As the British and Russians
haggled over the cease-fire, and the Pathet Lao continued to make gains on
the ground, Harkins waited for the green light from Washington. As he
described it:

I had a marine brigade and an air wing and we were in the
Philippines already. All the planes were lined up on the runway,
but nobody ever knew about it, and we had five thousand men
there. I’d go to the club at night and play bridge in civilian
clothes, of course, and nobody knew that I was [a] lieutenant
general and sitting there ready to invade Laos.74

Back in Washington, Kennedy delayed making a final decision as another
crisis in a different part of the world moved to center stage. Operation
Zapata, the planned overthrow of Castro, scheduled for April 17, was only
ten days away. Its disastrous outcome would have an unpredictable and
profound effect on U.S. policy toward Southeast Asia.

Only LBJ Supported Burke
When the news of the final failure of the Cuban operation reached
Washington on April 20, the attempt to obtain a cease-fire in Laos had been
stalled for three weeks while the Pathet Lao continued to take territory. On
that day, Kennedy quietly upgraded the American military effort in Laos to
a Military Assistance Advisory Group (MAAG) and ordered all U.S.
soldiers in Laos, who had been keeping a low profile by wearing civilian
clothes, to put on their uniforms. This appeared to bear fruit, as Moscow



finally agreed, on April 24, to a cease-fire. The Pathet Lao, however,
realizing a cease-fire was fast approaching, attacked in force, “as if to
overrun the country before the cease-fire could take effect.”75

At midnight on April 25, the new MAAG Chief in Laos reported a
desperate “plea” from Phoumi for U.S. B-26 air strikes. The MAAG Chief
said Phoumi’s forces were “on the ropes” and that the air strikes—backed
up by U.S. or SEATO intervention—were the only way to stop the Pathet
Lao from seizing all of the towns held by Phoumi.76 Nine hours later, the
U.S. ambassador in Laos, Winthrop Brown, reported the fall of Muong Sai
and requested authorization for the air strikes. Brown said he realized such
action would “torpedo” the cease-fire negotiations and “most likely involve
immediate intervention” of U.S. and SEATO forces, but he knew of no
other way to stop the communists.77

A cabinet meeting on April 26 groped for a course of action.78

Admiral Arleigh Burke, Chief of Naval Operations, attended and, feeling
that a decision to intervene would “shortly” be given, told the Navy to
“preposition the fleet with embarked marines.”79 At 10:00 P.M., the JCS
sent out a worldwide “general advisory,” saying the situation in Laos had
“become exceedingly grave,” and ordering CINCPAC to be prepared to
stop Chinese intervention, strike intermediate bases in North Vietnam, and,
if necessary, strike bases in China that could support operations against
Laos.80 CINCPAC ordered Lieutenant General Harkins to ready his
commands, deploy a battalion of the 3rd Marines forward at Cubi Point,
and move a battalion of the 9th Marines (involved in training exercises off
Borneo) to a position off the tip of South Vietnam. U.S. Navy ships from all
over the Pacific were ordered to head for Southeast Asia.81 At Camp
Courtney, Okinawa, Joint Task Force 116 and its air component were
redesignated “SEATO Field Forces” and readied for action.82

April 27 was a day of “prolonged crisis meetings”83 on Laos, which
were eventually expanded to include eight senators and seven congressmen.
“The president was under great pressure,” concerned that Vientiane would
fall in hours, and feeling a conference would be pointless if the Pathet Lao
captured all of the key areas.84 Admiral Burke sat in for Lemnitzer,
Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and, in a strange briefing on military
options, argued that the U.S. would either lose Southeast Asia without a
war, or be forced to fight a long one and use nuclear weapons. He urged



SEATO Plan 5—the deployment of a large SEATO force to both Laos and
South Vietnam that would defend Southeast Asia from a base centered on
the Mekong River. He then startled those present by saying “this was not
enough.” He believed more troops were needed, but pointed out that
strategic reserves were too low to deploy enough men to win without
resorting to nuclear warfare.

The Army Chief of Staff, General George Decker, and the Marine
Corps Commandant, General David Shoup, interjected that due to
limitations of U.S. airlift and Laotian airfields, only 1,000 men per day
could be put on the ground in Laos. This was too few to defend the capital
and the forces themselves would be vulnerable.85 These remarks, while
sound, were unexpected and seemed to undercut Burke’s proposal. It was
hard, says Schlesinger, “to make out what the Chiefs were trying to say.”86

Secretary McNamara turned the discussion into a free-for-all with the
comment that perhaps it was too late to intervene because these U.S. forces
might be “driven out.”87

The reactions of others listening to the chiefs’ proposals were
similarly confused, especially those of the State Department. Bowles,
sitting in for Rusk, argued that SEATO Plan 5 would trigger a Chinese
intervention, but U. Alexis Johnson, Deputy Under Secretary of State for
Political Affairs, contended the best way to avoid war was “to be seen as
ready to use force.” This “was a tougher line than Bowles had taken,”
Alexis Johnson said later, “but I knew that Rusk agreed with me.”88

Completing the procession of disparate recommendations made to the
president in this meeting, Rostow said he still favored a limited troop
deployment to Thailand as a show of force, a view supported by
Ambassador-at-Large Averell Harriman and General Lemnitzer, who were
then traveling together in Laos.89

The real problem was the seeming incoherence of the Joint Chiefs’
position, which evoked an image, as Alexis Johnson recalls, of a small,
beleaguered band of American troops stuck on an airstrip in Laos while the
president contemplated using nuclear weapons against China to rescue
them.90 The JCS, writes Charles Stevenson, a scholar who interviewed most
of those who attended the meeting, “were not really concerned” about a war
with China; but, he adds:



Their plans in case of Chinese intervention, however, were quite
frightening. These called for the seizure of Hainan Island, which
was defended by three Chinese divisions, deployment of 250,000
U.S. troops to South Vietnam, followed by operations across
North Vietnam into Laos to block Chinese intrusions. If these
U.S. forces were in danger of being overrun, the chiefs expected
to use nuclear weapons.91

Rostow later said of the chiefs’ advice, “I never saw a worse performance
by our military,” and he told Schlesinger it was the worst White House
meeting of the entire Kennedy Administration.92

What happened next was pregnant in its implications for what was to
come later in the Vietnam War. In an unusual move, Vice President Johnson
created an opportunity for the chiefs to regroup and more clearly state their
views: he proposed that each of them separately put their ideas into
writing.93 Kennedy agreed, and then broadened the meeting to include the
congressional leaders, with Admiral Burke addressing this group. Burke
ardently advocated fighting in Laos regardless of the difficulties or the
possibilities of escalation and the use of nuclear weapons. He asked:

If we do not fight in Laos, will we fight in Thailand where the
situation will be the same sometime in the future as it is now in
Laos? Will we fight in Vietnam? Where will we fight? Where do
we hold? Where do we draw the line?94

After this passionate plea for intervention, the president asked for the views
of those present and encountered virtually unanimous opposition to sending
in U.S. forces. Only one person in the room spoke out in support of Admiral
Burke’s proposal: Vice President Johnson.95 “He said he thought I had
something,” Burke recalls of LBJ that day, “but that was because he spoke
first, perhaps. … I’ve been grateful to him ever since … I lost that battle,
and I lost it completely.”96 He remembers thinking afterward “a lot of
people are going to die in this country sometime in the future if this thing is
allowed to go by.” And Burke did not give up:



… I went back [that same day]. I wrote a memorandum to the
president, and you just don’t send a memorandum over to the
president: You take it over. And I got thrown out. … the
president said, “This is settled.”

In the NSC meeting Kennedy had deferred a final decision on intervention
in Laos. Burke, however, now knew better than anyone what the Navy
history of the war would later conclude: “The decision not to intervene had,
in effect, been made.”97 Burke cabled Admiral Felt (CINCPAC): “I am
afraid that we may not execute [in Laos].”98

The chaotic Laos meeting of April 27 and, in particular, the intense
Kennedy-Burke exchange afterward, gave rise to a rapid series of
reappraisals and reversals of judgment on Vietnam policy that opened a
breach between the president and the chiefs. That breach would widen to a
chasm by the end of the year. As things stood in late April, the chiefs still
hoped that Kennedy would intervene if the circumstances were right.
Although futile, this hope was fueled as much by Kennedy’s procrastination
as by the vice president’s support.

Vietnam seemed the place. The time seemed right. And Kennedy
himself had brought the issue to a head during the April 27 meeting. For
reasons that will soon become apparent, Bowles had tried to delay
consideration of a report just completed by the Vietnam Task Force with the
following remarks:

Still we have made many mistakes in Southeast Asia—one of
them in trying to turn Laotians into Turks. We need to delay in
acting on the [Vietnam] paper in order to study the problem even
though from a superficial look at it the paper appears to be
good.99

Kennedy, irritated by the jab at his Laos policy, pushed Bowles’ delaying
tactic aside. There would be an NSC meeting in two days on the Vietnam
report, the president said. This was the same day the president was to make
his final decision on Laos. Admiral Burke saw the opening—U.S. forces
were still poised for intervention. There was no time to lose. The Laos
operation had only been shot down because of poor logistics, he cabled Felt



on April 27, a problem that did not exist in Vietnam and Thailand.100 Then
he divulged what he hoped would happen: “We may land about 5,000
Marines in Vietnam and an equal number of Army and Air Force troops in
Thailand.” The problem now was the Vietnam Task Force report. It had no
provision for putting U.S. troops into Vietnam. But there was still time to
change it. That is precisely what happened.
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Chapter 2

Lansdale: “Lone Wolf and Operator”

Lansdale and Diem
n December 29, 1960, Edward Lansdale was on his way to visit
Vietnam. At the airport Hilton Inn in San Francisco, he dashed a

letter off to his old friend General “Hangin’ Sam” Williams—just retired
from the Army—who had last served as the U.S. MAAG Chief in Vietnam.
Lansdale could only squeeze in twelve days in Saigon, he wrote to
Williams, but, “Even so, our mutual Foreign Service friends are howling
that I shouldn’t visit, and if I do, it should only be for a week. To hell with
them.”101 He had prepared well for his reunion with Diem. Among his
luggage was a large, cumbersome item he had sent a colleague to find only
days before. It was an $800 one-piece, hand-carved mahogany desk top
from an exclusive store in Washington, D.C. At Lansdale’s insistence a
plaque had been added with the inscription “To the Father of his Country,
Ngo Dinh Diem.”

Lansdale had been instrumental in Diem’s rise to power, but now his
regime was besieged with troubles. He was increasingly unpopular; the
American ambassador was pressuring for reforms he felt he could not
accept; there was constant talk of a coup among the military; and the Viet
Cong were overrunning the countryside. The Catholic religious background
of Diem’s family did not fit well with the predominantly Buddhist
population of Vietnam. Under the influence of Portuguese missionaries,
Diem’s ancestors had converted to Christianity during the seventeenth
century, and he had been educated in a French Catholic school.102



Diem’s early political rise through the ranks of Vietnam’s provincial
government was interrupted in 1933 when he criticized French control of
the government, resigned under pressure, and left for the United States.
During his sojourn there he met many influential Americans, including
Francis Cardinal Spellman, Justice William Douglas, and Senators Mike
Mansfield and John Kennedy. Diem lobbied the Eisenhower administration
in vain to oppose French colonialism in Vietnam, and then departed for
France where, strangely enough, he made the connection with the person
who would propel him to power: Vietnamese Emperor Bao Dai.

Originally a puppet installed by the Japanese, Bao Dai was then in
self-imposed exile and, finding Diem’s American connections useful in
countering the French, named Diem his Prime Minister. Consequently,
Diem returned to his homeland in 1954 to take over the government in
South Vietnam, and inherited the political arrangement imposed by the
Geneva Accords after the French defeat: a continuing French presence in
the south until nationwide elections in 1956 to unify the country. This
strange Catholic-French-Japanese imperial mixture of Diem’s background
afforded him no political base whatsoever, and his quest for power led him
to default on the elections and simply replace the French with an American
presence, a plan that, in the growing tensions of the cold war, found
sufficient support in Washington to enable it to happen.

Secretary of State John Foster Dulles wanted to train Diem’s army and
harness it to the emerging American defense structure in East Asia, and the
argument—advanced by influential politicians like Senator Mansfield—that
Diem was the only man who could lead South Vietnam swayed President
Eisenhower into going along. It is ironic that the Joint Chiefs, though they
would later reverse their position, were initially cool to this plan. They were
wary because Diem lacked a stable government, and only reluctantly went
along with the Dulles plan, which was implemented by the first U.S.
Ambassador, Donald Heath. As the American commitment to South
Vietnam hardened, Diem’s position eroded, and it was in this situation that
the skills of Edward Lansdale came into play.

Lansdale had actually arrived in South Vietnam a month before Diem,
and had already set up an extensive covert network to sabotage the residual
communist infrastructure left over from the period of the war against the
French. This network was probably the key asset Lansdale used to help
thwart a 1954 coup attempt by some South Vietnamese generals against



Diem, and it would prove valuable in protecting Diem from the non-
communist opposition that was rapidly building. Lansdale also played a
major role in the movement of Catholic refugees into the south from North
Vietnam, whose elite members Diem installed in all the key military and
political posts in the country. Lansdale played the crucial role again in
1955, helping Diem put down yet another attempted coup by the military—
this time backed by Diem’s former patron, Emperor Bao Dai. Lansdale’s
advertising techniques were instrumental in a referendum that deposed the
old Emperor.

By 1957 Diem, now the chief of state, had used his power to subdue
the dissenting religious sects and smash the Viet Minh cells in the Mekong
Delta, accomplishments which led Eisenhower to hail Diem as the “miracle
man” of Asia. Supremely confident in his own invincibility, Diem allowed
his government to turn into a complete oligarchy in which the rampant
nepotism of his brothers, relatives, and a few wealthy landowners
completely alienated the educated urban middle class. Lansdale, who had
left the country, was not on hand to help when this situation reached crisis
proportions and the communist insurgency—spurred by new Soviet
assistance to Hanoi—regenerated.

Diem’s sagging image led to pressure from Washington for elections
to defuse the growing noncommunist antipathy toward the regime, elections
that Diem held—and blatantly rigged—in August 1959. This produced, in
April 1960, demands for reforms from the country’s most distinguished
nationalists and former cabinet members, but Diem simply closed down the
opposition newspapers and began incarcerating his political opponents.
Diem’s resistance to Durbrow’s demands for reform, as well as the fact that
Diem was channeling most of the U.S. financial aid into the coffers of his
military and police forces, led the ambassador to recommend a change of
leadership in Saigon.103 An attempted coup in November 1960 failed, as
those previously had, but the apparent sympathy of Durbrow and others in
Saigon for the plotters left Diem’s relationship with Washington deeply
fractured at a time when the insurgency was getting out of control. This was
the situation in December 1960 when Lansdale came back to have a look
and assess the damage.

“Giving Everyone Hell”



When the trip was over, Lansdale wrote another letter to Williams, and said
his talks with Diem were just like old times and that “we both enjoyed
ourselves.”104 He told the former MAAG Chief the talks had provided him
with “a lot of ammunition to fire” at the State Department officials who had
pictured Diem as an autocratic dictator, and added, “I’ve been giving
everyone hell for the past week, in every form I could think of.” He said his
report to the Secretary of Defense included a number of constructive
political moves for the State Department, which “I hope keeps their busy
little hands doing something useful for a change and out of mischief.”

Lansdale’s report was destined to go beyond Secretary McNamara;
and its underlying objective succeeded on January 28 when Kennedy
decided to relieve Ambassador Durbrow. That had been Lansdale’s goal all
along. Things got serious right after Kennedy’s election, recalls a Lansdale
colleague. After that, “There wasn’t enough Lansdale could say wrong
about Durbrow.”105 Following his command performance in the White
House on January 28, and confident he would soon be sitting in Durbrow’s
chair in Saigon, Lansdale returned to his office “jubilant,” and boasted,
“I’m going back to Vietnam in a higher assignment.”106

While Lansdale was exulting over his victory at his Pentagon office,
across town at the State Department Secretary Rusk and his Assistant for
Far Eastern Affairs, J. Graham Parsons, were mulling over the question of
just exactly who Lansdale really was.107 In a discussion that same evening,
Parsons informed Rusk that Lansdale was not a “team player” and that he
particularly resented Foreign Service officials. Rusk also learned about
Lansdale’s covert credentials for the first time. The character of the all-
knowing political manipulator, Colonel Hillindale, in the novel The Ugly
American was based on Lansdale, Parsons explained. Lansdale served ably
in the Philippines, and was close to Diem in Vietnam; he was a “lone wolf,”
Parsons said, “tagged as [an] operator.” Rusk interrupted him. “How
tagged?” he asked. What Parsons said to Rusk about Lansdale’s shady
reputation is unknown. His reply is still classified. This tag, however, would
certainly be borne out in the events which followed.

Plots, Carrots, and Coups



A few days before his fateful appointment with President Kennedy,
Lansdale received even stronger ammunition from his old friend General
Williams that he could use against Ambassador Durbrow. Williams sent
him a copy of an anonymous letter, written by someone still working in the
MAAG in Saigon, which contained an intimate view of a divided American
Mission in Vietnam and extraordinary details of plotting by the ambassador
against President Diem.108

Durbrow’s relations with Diem had steadily deteriorated to the point
that he was “practically Persona non Grata,” the letter began. Only recently,
Lieutenant General Lionel McGarr (MAAG Chief in Saigon) had been
subjected to a “long tirade” from Diem about Durbrow, the author said,
adding, “I would say it was the worst yet.” Durbrow had decided to use
Diem’s request for an increase in his army “so he can dangle it in front of
Diem’s nose” in order to extract reforms. But this strategy had run aground
during the last days of the Eisenhower administration, when Secretary of
State Christian Herter personally ordered Durbrow not to “dangle that
carrot.”

The letter imputed deep antipathy toward Diem on the part of the
ambassador, who, upon hearing for the first time of Diem’s request for
20,000 more troops, said he would rather “see Vietnam go down the drain”
than give in to Diem. The letter further accused Durbrow of seeking Diem’s
overthrow:

[Durbrow] has actually recommended and urged that we “plot”
openly to overthrow the present government and to look around
for another man. We had to rebut all this garbage and I will say
that the Chief [General McGarr] gave a good rebuttal. All I can
say is what kind of people are running our government that can
allow such things [to] go on—and I am sure they know what is
going on.

As if to explain how it might be possible that the U.S. government was not
well informed, the anonymous author said that he had seen reports going to
Washington which were slanted or “downright lies.”

The letter writer took Durbrow’s coup plotting seriously, and gave an
astonishing account of the ambassador’s role in the August 1960 coup. He



said: “There was so much skullduggery going on with the striped pants
boys [CIA and State] that I hardly know where to begin.” Durbrow was
“delighted” with the coup attempt, the letter charged, adding that, even
though it would be denied, “There is positive proof that some of his boys
were with the rebels and helping them out.” The letter accused these men of
shifting the blame to McGarr when they were discovered by Diem’s men in
the act. Two of them “were caught red-handed” helping in the rebel
command post, and, when asked what they were doing, replied, “They were
working for General McGarr.” Because of this little perfidy, the letter said,
McGarr had some “tall explaining to do after it was over,” and concluded,
pointing the finger at the real culprit, “They were there with the blessing of
the top man [Durbrow].”

No wonder Williams, who was an old enemy of Durbrow when
Williams had been the MAAG Chief, and who knew Lansdale’s report
would be read by high officials in Washington, relayed this anonymous
letter to him. Arriving in Lansdale’s hands just before his meeting with
Kennedy, this letter could only have strengthened his determination to
attack Durbrow. Moreover, it must have impressed on Lansdale the fact that
Durbrow would continue to be a dangerous element in the Saigon equation
until he was physically out of the country. Lansdale decided that Diem must
do something to disarm Durbrow, and Lansdale came up with a plan to do
just that.

Other accounts suggest a less active role by Durbrow in the coup,109

but, at the very least, this anonymous letter reveals the political mine field
in the American mission in Saigon inherited by Kennedy from the
Eisenhower administration. Lacking unity of command, purpose, and
objective, U.S. Vietnam policy cried out for clarification and firm
leadership from the new president. Instead, the situation had only become
more complicated by the contradiction inherent in Kennedy’s first two
decisions on Vietnam. Even though moved enough by General Lansdale
and his Vietnam report to fire Durbrow, Kennedy nevertheless approved the
CIP with its linkage between aid and reforms. The confusion surrounding
the change in American administrations gave Diem much to worry about;
but help was on its way. Only two days after the meeting at which Kennedy
decided to approve the CIP, a letter was sent to Diem revealing the highly
classified proceedings of that session.110 Included was a list of the officials
in the new administration considered friendly toward Diem. The source of



this sensitive and invaluable information was Diem’s friend Edward
Lansdale.

Lansdale informed Diem that his heart would have been warmed if he
had heard the NSC conversation. Diem and Lansdale had undoubtedly
discussed the contents of Lansdale’s Vietnam report, and he was now able
to divulge to Diem Kennedy’s keen interest in it. He assured Diem he could
count on Kennedy, and said Diem had “friends” in Washington and
Americans “trying to help you” in Saigon. He identified as allies Allen
Dulles (Director of the CIA), Lemnitzer (Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of
Staff), and Admiral Burke (Chief of Naval Operations) in Washington, and
in Saigon, William Colby (CIA Station Chief in Saigon) and General
McGarr (MAAG Chief). Lansdale also laid out the arguments that Diem’s
enemies in Washington would use against him in “private” talks as word
spread about Kennedy’s favorable reaction to Lansdale’s report.

Lansdale warned that many people in Washington, just like many
people in Asia, were “watching you right now to see what you will do
next.” He then proposed an ingenious plan designed specifically to make
such critics “close their mouths.” The scheme, which had two parts, was
designed to turn the tables and dangle the carrot of reforms before
Durbrow’s nose. In the first step, Diem was to announce the government
reorganization he was already working on, and then broadcast a talk with
military commanders and province chiefs to “rouse spirits now, the way
Winston Churchill did for Britain at a dark hour.”111 The aim, of course,
was to shut Durbrow up by making him think Diem was genuinely moving
toward reform.

The second step would be a secret meeting in which the military
leaders and province chiefs would speak their minds. General McGarr and
CIA Station Chief Colby, Lansdale said, should “attend this meeting and
take notes.” Besides permitting some of Diem’s potential opposition to let
off steam, this provision would exclude Durbrow and allow Diem’s—and
Lansdale’s—friends to develop intelligence on key provincial and military
leaders. Diem should have been pleasantly surprised by Lansdale’s letter,
for now, armed with an update on his friends and enemies and a plan of
attack, it would be easy to sabotage Durbrow and the reforms in the CIP.

McGarr was already busy quashing opposition to Diem within the
MAAG. On January 30, McGarr called his staff and senior advisors
together and criticized those “rumors” about corruption, nepotism,



favoritism, political dogmatism, and interference in military matters that
end with the statement that Diem “must go” to save Vietnam.112 McGarr
instructed his officers that these rumors were based on the “communist
technique of half-truths and insinuations,” and were not supported by hard
facts. Due to human nature, he said, these rumors had been further spread
by “certain elements” of the U.S. community in Vietnam. McGarr added,
threateningly, that even U.S. military personnel were “not entirely immune
to this questionable pastime.” He warned all MAAG personnel to refrain
from giving credence, “tacit or openly,” to these rumors. It would appear to
be more than just coincidence that McGarr was placing what amounted to a
muzzle on the MAAG only two days after the Lansdale-Kennedy meeting.
And, as shall be seen, the coordination between Lansdale and McGarr was
just beginning.

Durbrow’s Last Duel with Diem
There is no formal record of State telling Durbrow that he would be moving
on, but surely a quiet word was passed to him or a phone call made to
soften the blow. For the sake of appearances, the ambassador was allowed
to stay on until June. So Durbrow still had a platform from which to attack
Diem and strike back at Lansdale for doing him in at the White House
meeting. Three days after that meeting, Durbrow sent a cable to Washington
opposing Lansdale’s suggestion for a clear U.S. statement of support for
Diem.113 While this was worth doing when appropriate, he said, such a
statement was “dubious” for the time being. He argued that any assertion of
U.S. support for Diem should be limited to a “greeting” by Kennedy.114

Durbrow then hinted there could be another coup attempt, warning that if
Diem continued to resist reforms, “his survival will be problematical.”115

On February 3, a joint State-Defense department message, signed by
Rusk, informed Durbrow that the CIP had been approved and spelled out
how he should negotiate it with Diem.116 The instructions given were both
unrealistic and cavalier, reflecting a continuing lack of understanding at the
senior level in Washington of the unworkable nature of the CIP. Durbrow
was told to make it clear to Diem that the new U.S. aid was only for 1961,
and that future money would depend on reform, and to work out an
agreeable version of the CIP within two weeks. If Diem failed to cooperate,



Durbrow was to provide recommendations that could include a
“suspension” of U.S. aid. This must have been music to Durbrow’s ears. He
was now free to turn up the pressure on Diem.

Before Durbrow could make his next move, however, Diem
preempted him by executing Lansdale’s mouth-closing plan. On February 6,
Diem held a press conference and staged a show along the lines laid out in
Lansdale’s letter. Diem announced a series of reforms to decentralize
governmental powers and improve democratic institutions and village
administration. Confused, Durbrow sent an upbeat cable to Washington
summarizing his view of the event.117 He said Diem did a good public
relations job and added that, though Diem’s speech had positive and
negative aspects, its overall tone was “encouraging.” Though it lacked any
immediate concession such as village council elections, Durbrow called
Diem’s program “substantial” and “in the direction we have been urging.”

Just as Lansdale had foreseen, Diem’s diversion hamstrung Durbrow,
depriving him of a solid case for recommending a halt in U.S. aid during
the subsequent lengthy and unfruitful negotiations. The scheme hatched by
Lansdale and implemented skillfully by Diem now enabled Diem and
McGarr to work independently of the isolated American ambassador. Diem,
who surely knew Durbrow was going to be relieved, was not about to make
political concessions to a lame-duck ambassador, and was content to simply
stonewall Durbrow until his departure for Washington in June. It did not
take long for Durbrow to catch on to Diem’s game. The blinders came off
as soon as Durbrow presented Diem with the CIP on February 13.

Durbrow was surprised when Diem reacted by immediately objecting
to the requirement that Saigon had to share the costs associated with the
force increase. Diem brushed this off with the excuse that he did not know
where he could find the money.118 Then he cunningly played on the
ambassador’s bent for democracy, arguing that the new troops were needed
immediately to protect installations and people from communist attacks
during the coming elections. When Durbrow mentioned the two-week
negotiation period, Diem’s Secretary of State, Nguyen Dinh Thuan, replied
he would study the plan carefully and discuss it with Durbrow “soonest.” In
the cable he sent afterward, Durbrow, sensing trouble, said he was not very
hopeful the government would move that fast.

A week went by and Durbrow could only report another rebuff by
Thuan, who claimed he had not yet had a chance to study the plan



carefully.119 By March 8, Durbrow had run out of patience, and complained
in an angry cable that, despite his repeated advice to the contrary, Diem still
had not cooperated and would not act decisively unless he was “highly
pressured” to do so.120 Durbrow then made an unusual request of Rusk. The
ambassador said if there was no appreciable success by the time they met at
the SEATO meeting in Bangkok at the end of March, he wanted personal
instructions from the Secretary to “lay before Diem” in order to force a
decision. It was Durbrow’s last hope and it proved to be a futile one.

Meanwhile, on March 3 General McGarr sent a strongly worded letter
to the Pentagon blasting State’s idea of withholding aid for noncompliance
with reforms.121 He warned against being “stampeded” into such an action,
and said it could weaken South Vietnamese military actions, allow further
Viet Cong successes, be dangerous to the U.S position in Southeast Asia,
and could run counter to Kennedy’s announced intention to hold Vietnam.
Washington leaders “will probably wish to reconsider the possible
withholding of such aid as contrary to our president’s policy,” McGarr
announced with characteristic bombast. This would not be the last time he
would marshal the president to his side.

General McGarr, now working at complete cross purposes to
Durbrow, began to implement the military aspects of the CIP despite the
lack of progress on reforms. This naturally animated the ambassador. On
March 16, he grumbled that McGarr had made an “oral agreement” with
Thuan on the military part of the program, and was “quietly” ordering
equipment for the 20,000-man increase to Diem’s army.122 Durbrow had
immediately demanded to see Diem to discuss the requirement for reforms,
but the most Durbrow could muster from Diem was an empty promise that
he would do “as best he could.”

Durbrow’s last gasp occurred at the SEATO conference (March 29) in
Bangkok, where he pleaded with Rusk to lay down the law to Diem.
Durbrow not only failed to win Rusk over, but also had to sit passively and
watch while Thuan presented to Rusk Diem’s case against implementing
the reforms.123 In reply, Rusk gave only a token defense of the U.S. desire
for a comprehensive CIP package. Durbrow’s humiliation was complete
when Rusk told Thuan the U.S. administration was trying to speed up
“procedures and decisions,” and invited Thuan to take up these problems
with the incoming ambassador, a man, he said, “who will be very
understanding.” Rusk’s reply was a clear signal to Diem that Washington



had abandoned Durbrow. Diem appeared to have triumphed. But had he? At
that very moment, someone in Washington was building the case for the
very contingency Durbrow had forecast: a coup against Diem.

“They Want to Have a Coup”
In the final moments of Durbrow’s crumbling initiative to discipline Diem,
someone in the State Department tried to get the U.S. intelligence
community to sign up to the idea that a coup was a possible solution. At
10:00 A.M. on the 28th of March, an office under the Army Assistant Chief
of Staff for Intelligence (ACSI) in the Pentagon received a call from the
Office of National Estimates at the CIA.124 CIA informed ACSI that a
Special National Intelligence Estimate (SNIE), on the “Prospects in South
Vietnam,” was ready for final coordination. A draft of the SNIE would be
sent to ACSI by 10:30, and the final coordination meeting on the SNIE
would be held at CIA at 1:00 that afternoon. When the draft SNIE arrived,
the ACSI analyst who received it, Bill Benedict, was shocked at its contents
and quickly found his boss to tell him someone “wanted to throw Diem
out.” Both men went immediately to the ACSI himself, General Alva Fitch.

Major Benedict, a respected analyst with Southeast Asian experience,
told the General, “They want to have a coup in Vietnam, and I don’t think
it’s in the Army’s best interest that this should happen.” Fitch immediately
agreed. He called the Chief of the Estimates Division into his office and
told him to “get over there and kill this thing.” The Army went to the
coordination meeting and opposed that portion of the estimate dealing with
the coup. According to Benedict, the drafter “just went into orbit, but that
opened the door.” Others joined in, and “so we wound up with a SNIE that
says we can’t win with him, but we sure in hell will lose without him.”

This early examination by the intelligence community of what impact
a coup against Diem would have on U.S. interests in Vietnam was a
harbinger of things to come. Although those who argued it would be good
for U.S. interests failed this time, they would succeed two years later.
According to Benedict, the person pushing this thesis was the Director of
the State Department’s Bureau of Intelligence and Research, Roger
Hilsman. Perhaps it was a coincidence that someone at State, if indeed it
was Hilsman, pushed such a controversial and far-reaching idea while the



Secretary of State was out of town. The fact is that precisely the same
coincidence would occur in 1963, when coup plotting would lead to Diem’s
assassination.

Lansdale’s Shifting Fortunes
Diem was not the only person who found his fortunes buffeted by the
uncertainties of the early days of the Kennedy administration. Although
Durbrow was leaving and, for the moment at least, Diem was free of
American pressure for reforms, his friend Lansdale would not be coming to
Vietnam as the new ambassador. Sometime during February or early March,
Kennedy changed his mind about Lansdale. What prompted this is unclear.
We do know that Lansdale was unpopular in Washington. Even his nominal
boss, Deputy Secretary of Defense Roswell Gilpatric, described him as “in
the dog house” with both the Defense and State departments.125 The
Pentagon brass disliked his ties with the CIA and, according to Hilsman,
McNamara was persuaded by the Pentagon’s apprehension.126 Still others
think it was Rusk who played the key role.127

Lansdale himself has only added to the confusion. In a February 14
letter to Hangin’ Sam Williams, Lansdale reported that Kennedy had
inquired “if Dean Rusk had spoken to me yet about my becoming
ambassador,” and added that Kennedy wanted him in this post.128 Lansdale
then told Williams he had been trying to “wriggle” out of the appointment.
Given what we know about the extent of Lansdale’s efforts to become the
ambassador, this letter may indicate that by the middle of February he
already knew he was out of the running. The true sequence of events
leading Kennedy to change his mind about Lansdale has likely disappeared
forever. Such a murky trail is typical of the life of Lansdale, who would
probably turn in his grave if any question about him could be easily
answered.

Whatever the reason, the flamboyant Lansdale had lost this round.
Kennedy settled on Frederick E. Nolting, an affable career Foreign Service
Officer with no Vietnam experience, which was actually an asset. He had no
ties to any Vietnamese leaders or generals that could make Diem
suspicious. Consequently, Nolting was ideal for the job of restoring close



relations with Saigon. Who pulled Nolting’s name out of the hat is also
unclear, but Nolting suspects it was Rusk.129

In Washington it was obvious that Vietnam policy had stalled and
would have to be overhauled. As Kennedy’s top Vietnam advisor in the
NSC, Rostow’s recommendations shaped this process. He fired the opening
salvo in a March 29 memo to Kennedy, saying it was urgent to get properly
organized to launch an effective “counter-offensive” in Vietnam.130 Rostow
summed it up in this way:

We must somehow bring to bear our unexploited counter-
guerrilla assets on the Vietnam problem: armed helicopters; other
Research and Development possibilities; our Special Forces
units. It is somehow wrong to be developing these capabilities
but not applying them in a crucial active theater. In Knute
Rockne’s old phrase, we are not saving them for the Junior Prom.

As candid as these lines appear in sounding the bugle charge, the fact is that
in this and his subsequent memos something was missing. They lacked
certain important details of the behind-the-scenes maneuvering that would
escalate and peak in the subsequent months. Perhaps Rostow was unaware
of these details. But another possibility is that Rostow was a supporter of
Lansdale. In either case, the president was not well informed.

In his March 29 memo, Rostow suggested a Diem visit to Washington
or a visit to Vietnam by Vice President Johnson, and advised Kennedy to
get General McGarr together with Nolting in Washington and issue them
“fresh instructions.” This would enable them to start “this new phase as a
team.” Rostow said McNamara had some “ideas” on how to organize this
team. As it turned out, so did Rostow. His memo recommended appointing
someone to “backstop” Nolting and McGarr full-time in Washington and,
citing the “military component in the problem,” suggested Lansdale.131

Rostow quickly changed his mind about who the “backstop” man
should be. In an April 3 memo to Kennedy, he reiterated that a fresh review
of Vietnam policy was “urgently” needed, and that a “first class operational
officer” be put in charge at the Washington end.132 McNamara agrees, he
said, “and I suspect Mr. Rusk has returned in a mood which will incline him
to agree.” Surprisingly, he no longer recommended Lansdale for this



position, saying, “Although General Lansdale should figure prominently in
the Washington enterprise, it would be best if the fulltime Washington
commander of the Vietnam Task Force came from State.” Someone at State,
possibly Bowles, who had been in charge while Rusk was at the SEATO
conference, apparently caused Rostow to back off of Lansdale. The
“Washington enterprise” would become the Vietnam Task Force, an entity
Kennedy had called for back in January at the first Vietnam meeting, and
Lansdale would not be in charge. Or so it seemed at that point.

On April 12, Rostow again wrote to Kennedy: “I believe we must turn
to gearing up the whole Vietnam operation.”133 This time Rostow listed
nine items to take up at “an early high level meeting,” the first of which was
still the appointment of a “first-rate back-stop man in Washington.” Rostow
made no comment at all on who should head up the task force, saying only
that McNamara, “as well as your staff, believes this [appointment] to be
essential.”134 It is likely that Rostow was also discussing the question with
Pentagon officials. His invocation of McNamara, along with his failure to
repeat his earlier advice that State head up the task force, suggest that
Rostow now favored a Defense Department person for the job. He had not,
however, abandoned Lansdale.

Lansdale: Judge, Jury, and Executioner
The following day, Rostow met with Lansdale, and showed him a copy of
the April 12 memo to Kennedy.135 Apprised of what the president had been
reading on the matter, Lansdale returned to the Pentagon, where he hatched
his most incredible plan yet to capture the emerging Vietnam policy
apparatus. The surviving evidence of this plan is a lengthy paper, written
immediately following Lansdale’s April 13 session with Rostow. This
unsigned document was “certainly,” say the authors of The Pentagon
Papers, penned “by Lansdale.”136

The document called for a presidential directive to form a Vietnam
Task Force and laid out a program of action for the task force to recommend
to the president.137 Initially, the task force would: 1) submit a statement of
U.S. goals and plans; 2) select a special three-man staff to accompany the
ambassador to Vietnam; and 3) bring the four of them together in
Washington and present them to Kennedy for his instructions. Since



Lansdale had already spelled out these goals in this same paper, as well as
the tasks and “immediate steps” to achieve each of them, he had, in effect,
already completed the work of the task force. Lansdale intended to give the
members of the task force only a few days to rubber-stamp his plan. If
approved by the president, the structure and sequence of the program would
deliver real control over Vietnam policy into Lansdale’s hands.

To control the plan itself, Lansdale counted on being appointed the
Operations Officer.138 To control the plan’s initial implementation, he
planned on being in the three-man group that would accompany Nolting to
Vietnam.139 Afterward, Lansdale would resume control of the task force in
Washington to “supervise and coordinate the activities of every agency
carrying out operations pursuant to the plan,” until the problem in Vietnam
was solved. In other words, Lansdale had devised a plan under which his
own powers would be so sweeping that he would be able to dictate any
upcoming changes in Vietnam policy.

It seems unlikely that Lansdale would have been so audacious unless
he was being encouraged by someone. But who? Two items point to
Rostow. One is the way he kept the door open by urging Kennedy that
Lansdale should still “figure prominently” in the “enterprise.” The other is
the effort he made to place Lansdale on the ground in Vietnam during the
crucial phase of implementation. Resistance to this idea was to be expected.
For what Lansdale—and presumably Rostow—knew, and the State
Department rightly feared, was that the Lansdale-Diem link would
overshadow both the new ambassador and the others in the group.

Finding a means, or excuse, for getting Lansdale to Vietnam was the
first order of business. Another reckless blast from Durbrow gave Rostow
and Lansdale a golden opportunity to do just that. The episode began with a
conversation between journalist Joseph Alsop and Diem during which Diem
criticized the Americans for not properly backing him. Alsop relayed
Diem’s comments to the ambassador, who, predictably, flew off the handle.
On April 12 an angry Durbrow fired off a cable asking that State send him
instructions directing that unless Diem began implementing the CIP, the
U.S. would not provide funds for the 20,000-man force increase.140 Always
alert for a new opportunity, Lansdale latched on to Durbrow’s demand and
used it for his own ends.

Lansdale telephoned Rostow’s office and said Alsop’s use of “the
needle” had put Durbrow into “a state of shock.”141 Durbrow, Lansdale



said, was involved in a personality clash with Diem, and it would be a
mistake to let the ambassador “lay down the law” to Diem. Lansdale had a
better idea: he should go to Vietnam. He would be willing to accompany
Rostow and McNamara or Gilpatric on a “quick visit” for Kennedy to come
up with a course of action. Rostow encouraged the idea by sending a memo
to Kennedy seconding and elaborating on this, Lansdale’s latest
stratagem.142

Rostow told Kennedy that Durbrow had reacted with excessive force
and that it would be unwise to instruct Durbrow to deliver such an
ultimatum. The incident, Rostow said, underlined the “extreme urgency” of
starting up with “new faces,” and added that a visit to the field by a
“Washington team” was called for. “I gather that McNamara would like to
go himself,” Rostow said, stretching the truth a bit, “or send Gilpatric with
Lansdale.” While conceding that Nolting was the right choice, Rostow
asserted that Lansdale would have been a good ambassador. Even though
Lansdale would not be going in that capacity, Rostow made the case
forcefully for a Lansdale trip:

But I am sure we must find a way to send Lansdale for a visit to
Vietnam soon in a way that will strengthen Nolting’s hand—not
weaken it. This is wholly possible.

While Rostow presented this idea as if it would be to Nolting’s benefit, the
proposition was dubious at best. It is doubtful that Nolting would have
agreed. The immediate upshot of the “needle” incident was inconclusive:
Durbrow did not get to deliver his ultimatum to Diem and the issue of a
Lansdale trip was still up in the air.

A few days later, Lansdale’s fortunes seemed to skyrocket. Although
the April 20 cabinet meeting that discussed the task force plan is still
classified, when it was over the president had ordered the formation of the
task force with Gilpatric as its director, and, not surprisingly, Lansdale as
the operations officer. Gilpatric was given one week to appraise the
situation in Vietnam and recommend a program of action to the
president.143 Such a short schedule was precisely what Lansdale wanted,
because it helped him railroad his plan through the new task force.



At the group’s first meeting on April 24,144 great pains were taken to
make it clear to those present, which included the new American
Ambassador, Frederick Nolting, Lansdale was going to Vietnam. The scene
played out this way: Gilpatric opened the proceedings by announcing that
Lansdale would accompany Lyndon Johnson on his trip to Vietnam. This
was not enough for Lansdale, who could not resist the temptation to add
another trip to his itinerary—after all, the “needle” incident and his “quick
visit” idea had not yet been decided upon. So he simply announced that he
would also be making a “side visit” to Vietnam “to support the Task Force
efforts in the field.” Just in case anyone in the room had doubts, General
McGarr piled on with the comment that Diem wanted to see Lansdale and
“would like him to stay in Vietnam as long as possible.”

McGarr then reported on the situation in Vietnam, and used the
opportunity to take a few jabs at Durbrow, who was not present. McGarr
complained that he had not been able to get his views through to his own
superiors because of Durbrow’s insistence that the MAAG reported through
the ambassador, and he then insinuated that Durbrow had been holding up
the war effort. McGarr reported grim news about the battlefield situation,145

and used it to argue that the military problem had to be solved first, before
moving ahead in psychological, economic, and “other” areas—a veiled
reference to Durbrow’s reforms.

Gilpatric announced that Lansdale would draw up the plan for
presentation to Kennedy, and Lansdale handed out a draft “Presidential
Task Force Program,” containing various tasks of a national plan very
similar to those in Lansdale’s proposal.146

He had purposely omitted from this draft those details which would assure
his control of the policy apparatus, but those details would be in the version
going to the president. Although the group “agreed” to meet on the 26th to
finalize the program, this meeting never took place.147 The version sent to
the White House on April 27 was the original Lansdale plan.148

The U.S. objective, it said, was to prevent communist domination in
South Vietnam. To do this the plan proposed to accelerate and add to the
existing CIP, but with one major difference: those portions agreed to by
South Vietnam would now be “implemented as rapidly as possible.” In
other words, U.S. military support had finally been decoupled from the
requirement for democratic reforms. Its many pages of actions emphasized
stabilizing the countryside instead of pressing Diem on political and



administrative reforms. The military measures slightly exceeded those in
the CIP: whereas the CIP would pay for most of the Vietnamese forces, the
new plan proposed to pay for all of them.

As far as implementing the new program, the details were spelled out
in the last paragraph. Those organizational details, kept hidden from the
task force members at the April 24 meeting, which were the crux of
Lansdale’s plan, now showed up in the final sentence of the report. It said:
“In carrying out his duties while in the field, the Operations Officer of the
Task Force will cooperate with and will have the full support of the
ambassador and the Country Team.”149 To emphasize this point, Gilpatric
included the following paragraph in a cover memo to the president:

. . . Brigadier General E.G. Lansdale, USAF, who has been
designated Operations Officer for the Task Force, will proceed to
Vietnam immediately after the program receives presidential
approval. Following on-the-spot discussions with U.S. and
Vietnamese officials, he will forward to the Director of the Task
Force specific recommendations for action in support of the
attached program.150

Confident that Kennedy would agree with this program, Lansdale, with
Gilpatric’s approval, already had sent several messages to many of his old
colleagues asking them to join up with him in Saigon during the first week
of May. Lansdale’s confidence, however, was misplaced.

Lansdale Switches Horses
Lansdale had no idea that he was about to be cut off at the knees. On
McNamara’s copy of the task force report above the sentence saying
Lansdale would proceed to Vietnam, the Secretary wrote the following:
“will proceed to Vietnam when requested by the ambassador.”151 Indeed,
Lansdale’s official role in Vietnam policy was about to disappear entirely.
The reason for McNamara’s marginalia was a bold move by Secretary of
State Rusk. Lansdale himself did not learn of the details until 1963. In a
letter to his friend Hangin’ Sam, he described Rusk’s intercession:



I was knocked out of position to influence decisions on
[Vietnam] in 1961 … Strangely enough … our little VN task
force … had prompted Dean Rusk to tender his resignation to
Kennedy if I were to be kept on this task. We sure must have
scared these folks.152

Forced to choose between Lansdale and his Secretary of State, Kennedy
dumped Lansdale.

By April 27, Lansdale knew his influence on Vietnam policy within
the Kennedy administration was, for all practical purposes, finished. At best
he would be called upon to offer advice about the obstreperous behavior of
Diem, whose own stock was slipping steadily in Washington. April 27,
1961, then, was a watershed day in the history of U.S. policy in Southeast
Asia. It was on this day that Admiral Burke sent his message alerting
Admiral Felt that Kennedy would not “execute” in Laos. As previously
discussed, this decision gave rise to a rapid series of reappraisals and
reversals of judgment on Vietnam policy. And sometime during the night or
early the next day, someone in the Pentagon inserted a major change in the
Vietnam Task Force report.

The change was slipped into a Laos Annex and attached to the
report.153 This Laos Annex was redrafted two times between the end of the
chaotic White House meeting on April 27 and its appearance the next day.
Consequently, there were three versions. The new ingredient, a major U.S.
troop commitment for Vietnam, was not in the first version written by
Gilpatric’s aide, Colonel Black. It was inserted in the second version and
retained in the third and final report. The second version, which is the first
document to recommend a U.S. troop commitment to Vietnam during the
Kennedy administration, was written by Edward Lansdale.

Interestingly, this recommendation for a troop commitment, which
would shortly turn into a recommendation for unilateral U.S. intervention,
ran contrary to Lansdale’s own views, which favored social programs and
psychological measures. It is one of the ironies of the war that his original
ideas were better suited to the situation in Vietnam than those of most
Westerners, and certainly more appropriate than the idea of fighting the
insurgency by sending in a large American ground combat force. Lansdale
coined the term “civic action” for programs whose design and application
focused on the ideology and psychology of the people. He believed that



economic programs must increase the self-reliance of the people, and that
military aid should go only to forces whose objective was protecting the
people, and that the war itself should be based on a strategy of “directing
psychological blows” to the enemy’s leadership.154 This could be done in
Vietnam, Lansdale thought, by giving the people security and a “political
basis of action.”155 This political action, he felt, “should be the
implementing of Vietnamese governmental policy by Vietnamese force
commanders, aided by Vietnamese psychological warfare units.” It was an
ambitious and unorthodox approach to counterinsurgency and one that
would never be implemented.

Somewhere along the way, Lansdale had become emotionally and
psychologically attached to Vietnam—and obsessed by the notion that, if
only he had the chance, he could still save the country. Diem did not follow
Lansdale’s civic action prescription, but Lansdale’s friendship and loyalty
to him clouded Lansdale’s vision and he grew ever more committed to
preserving Diem. In the final analysis, however, the South Vietnamese
leader became, more than anything else, a vehicle through which Lansdale
could continue to play a key role, because he was the only person in the
Kennedy administration that Diem trusted. Lansdale had hoped he could
make Diem see the problem the Lansdale way. In his efforts to do so,
Lansdale turned into his own worst enemy. Relying on the instincts of the
“lone wolf and operator” he had become, he alienated key officials as he
indulged in the plotting and scheming of which he had become a master.

By the end of April 1961, Lansdale recognized that his dream of
bringing Diem around had already eluded his grasp and it was only a matter
of time before Diem would be pushed aside. The obsession with Vietnam
remained, however, and the star rising on the policy horizon—despite
Kennedy’s reluctance—was American intervention. Lansdale, driven by his
overriding ambition, reached out for it. For Lansdale, being removed from
influence by Kennedy was a heartbreaking experience. Under the
circumstances, then, it is, perhaps not surprising that Lansdale wrote the
first document urging a large U.S. troop commitment to Vietnam. He was
embracing more powerful patrons, those who would have their way in the
end. Lansdale, the civic action advocate, had changed horses, and when the
troops finally arrived in early 1965, he would be there with them.
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Chapter 3

The Struggle Over Combat Troops
Erupts

Vietnam Policy: Three Months of Gridlock
ennedy’s advisors had not served him well during the first three
months of his presidency. This was demonstrated most dramatically in

the Cuban debacle, but the same was true with respect to the problems in
Southeast Asia. The confused and desperate attempt to cope with the
deterioration in Laos had failed, leaving the administration, by late April
1961, in need of a much clearer definition of its policy on Vietnam.
Kennedy’s advisors proved no better able to handle this task, and were even
more divided by the policy that emerged in the end. So far, one part of the
story that led to this impasse has been described in detail; but before
proceeding to the decisions of early May, it is necessary to trace the outline
of the broader struggle that produced them.

On the heels of the January 28 approval of the CIP, Kennedy made two
other decisions. First he directed that more emphasis be placed on how to
deal with guerrilla wars.156 His interest in counter-guerrilla warfare in
Southeast Asia was undoubtedly heightened by Khrushchev’s bellicose
speech on January 6, 1961, promising Soviet support for “wars of national
liberation”—which specifically mentioned Vietnam. At an NSC meeting on
February 1, Kennedy issued National Security Action Memorandum
(NSAM) 2, which ordered the Secretary of Defense to examine ways to put
emphasis on developing counter-guerrilla forces.157 Despite this directive,
the executive branch was slow to respond, and Rostow recalled that his job,
from his first talk with Kennedy after the inauguration, was not merely to



follow Laos and Vietnam, but to “help the president get the Pentagon and the
whole town to take guerrilla warfare seriously.”158

The second decision reflected Kennedy’s concern that the CIP
contained no immediate military measures to turn around the quickly
deteriorating situation in South Vietnam. A report attached to the CIP had
assured Kennedy that, if the plan’s provisions were carried out, victory was
just eighteen months away.159 Unimpressed, the president penned on this
cover memo the sardonic question “Why so little?”160 On February 5, he
issued NSAM-12 to Chief of Staff Lemnitzer, asking if South Vietnamese
forces could be more effectively distributed for counter-guerrilla
activities.161 The president’s message was clear: to get cracking
“immediately” instead of waiting for the proposed increase in South
Vietnamese forces to take effect.

As the weeks rolled by, and the developing crisis in Laos moved the
U.S. to the verge of war, the power struggle between Ambassador Durbrow
and President Diem brought the CIP and Vietnam policy in general to a
grinding halt. Kennedy grew impatient but, perhaps because the situation in
Laos demanded so much of his time and attention, at first he failed to grasp
the true dimensions of the problem. In addition, the Washington bureaucracy
was lethargic. Kennedy’s January 28 instruction to form a Vietnam task
force was shelved for almost three months. The task force would not be
created until late April. The response to Kennedy’s NSAM-2, on developing
counter-guerrilla measures, was equally slow.162

Kennedy began prodding the bureaucracy to pick up steam at a
February 23 NSC meeting when he expressed dissatisfaction with American
progress in developing a worldwide counterinsurgency capability. These
remarks moved Chief of Naval Operations Admiral Burke to say this in a
cable to Admiral Felt (CINCPAC): “There is going to be an awful lot of
guerrilla warfare training by U.S. forces all over [the] world, I’ll betcha.”163

Moreover, Kennedy had inquired about South Vietnamese operations against
North Vietnam and six weeks had passed without result. Kennedy reiterated
his interest in this question by issuing NSAM-28 on March 9, directing the
CIA and the Defense Department to report what actions might be taken “in
view of the president’s instruction that we make every possible effort to
launch guerrilla operations in Viet Minh [North Vietnam] territory.”164

Beyond this, however, Kennedy did not pay much attention to Vietnam
at this point. As then Assistant Secretary of Defense Gilpatric later recalled:



The president seemed to me to be at times rather irked or
distracted at having to focus his attention on Vietnam, as opposed
to the problems of the Atlantic Alliance; the relations with the
Soviet Union; and this kind of competitive contest with
Khrushchev—which fascinated him, and occupied a good deal of
his thinking and time.165

The president’s own level of interest, then, may have contributed to the
lumbering nature of the Vietnam policy apparatus.

Below the level of the president, the principal impediments to U.S.
Vietnam policy during the first three months of the Kennedy administration
were the internecine skirmishing between Diem and Durbrow in Saigon, and
the power struggle between Lansdale and the State Department in
Washington. In addition, the continuing disunity of the American Mission in
Saigon doomed whatever chance Durbrow, already weakened by his lame-
duck status, might have had to get Diem to cooperate. At the same time, in
Washington, the competition between Lansdale and the State Department
added to the confusion and denied Durbrow the support he so badly needed.

The interconnections of these power struggles make them difficult to
untangle and resolve. The strings tying Lansdale to Diem played a role in
both conflicts, and Kennedy’s early decision to appoint Lansdale to replace
Ambassador Durbrow had a result Kennedy had not foreseen. Encouraged
by Lansdale, Diem became all the more intractable and proceeded to torpedo
the CIP. State cables directing Durbrow to turn up the pressure on Diem had
similarly negative results, only encouraging the ambassador’s intransigence
and prolonging the agony that ensued.

The first break in the deadlock came in the latter part of February,
when the State Department succeeded in derailing the Lansdale appointment,
and Kennedy decided on Nolting instead. This change simplified the lines of
struggle, leaving Diem and Durbrow to quibble to the bitter end in Saigon,
and Lansdale’s attention focused on seizing control of the apparatus from
Washington. It became apparent that there would be no progress in Saigon
while Durbrow was on the scene, and Kennedy soon became impatient and
moved up Nolting’s arrival date from June to early May. Rusk’s signal of
cooperation to Diem at the end of March (at the SEATO Conference in
Bangkok) finally resolved the conflict in Saigon.



Flailing away all the way up to his last month on the job, Durbrow
continued to make a minor nuisance of himself, a factor that Lansdale
attempted unsuccessfully to exploit in Washington as his struggle with the
State Department reached its climax at the end of April. By the time Rusk
took the bull by the horns and confronted Kennedy, resolving the conflict as
he should have in the beginning, three precious months had passed. In that
time the Viet Cong had continued to expand their military forces and their
political infrastructure while the Americans had squandered away valuable
time squabbling with the Vietnamese and among themselves.

Lansdale’s bid to capture the Washington policy apparatus reached its
climax on April 27, a week after the failure in Cuba. That week was a busy
one. For one thing, the moment of truth had arrived for a decision on
intervention in Laos. On the same day that Lansdale’s plan went down in a
stinging defeat at the hands of Rusk and Kennedy, the stormy NSC meeting
left Admiral Burke—and others who were pushing for intervention—with
the impression that Kennedy would decide against it. Yet, officially,
Kennedy had deferred a final decision, and an NSC meeting scheduled for
April 29 would give the JCS one more chance. In accordance with Vice
President Johnson’s suggestion, each of the chiefs would have the
opportunity to present their “detailed views” on intervention in Laos.

Prior to the NSC session, however, the chiefs first met with
McNamara, Rusk, Robert Kennedy, Bowles, Alexis Johnson, and other State
Department officials for a brainstorming session on certain questions posed
by the president.166 Looking over the minutes of that meeting more than half
a century later is an unsettling experience. The repeated references to the use
of nuclear weapons leaves one with an eerie, surrealistic feeling, not because
generals were considering nuclear scenarios—which is, after all, part of their
job—but because of the wholly inappropriate context in which the use of
such weapons was discussed, apparently without any reservations.

The record of this meeting provides an indelible baseline for
determining the views of the national leadership at that time on the
monumental issue of sending American soldiers into war. It reveals the true
background of the debate, which immediately followed, on the introduction
of U.S. combat troops to Vietnam. In fact, the drive for intervention in
Vietnam was only forty-eight hours old when this meeting took place. Above
all else, this record leaves the reader with the unforgettable image of a



president pitted against his own advisors and the bureaucracy that served
under him.

The April 29 Consensus
All participants in the brainstorming session foresaw dire consequences to
the loss of Laos. McNamara said, “We would have to attack the DRV [North
Vietnam] if we gave up Laos.” Rusk argued that if a cease-fire was “not
brought about quickly” it would be necessary to implement SEATO Plan 5.
Admiral Burke stated flatly that the loss of Laos would require the
deployment of U.S. forces to Thailand and Vietnam, and that the U.S.
“would have to throw in enough to win—perhaps the ‘works.’” “The thing
to do now,” he said, was “to land and hold as much as we can and make
clear we were not going to be pushed out of Southeast Asia.” Air Force
Chief of Staff General Lemay said a cease-fire was impossible without
“military action.” He favored SEATO Plan 5 backed up by air support, and
argued this would produce a cease-fire without a Chinese response. Marine
Corps Commandant Shoup stated that bombing with B-26s before landing
the troops would make it “possible to obtain a cease-fire and get the
panhandle of Laos.” Army Chief of Staff General Decker stated, “We should
have [gone in] last August [1960].” He now urged that troops be put in
Thailand and Vietnam to see if this would pressure the communists into a
cease-fire in Laos.167 The only one of the chiefs not present, the Chairman,
General Lemnitzer—in Laos at the time—“endorsed the case” for a “limited
commitment.”168

McNamara worried that U.S. forces would be vulnerable to sabotage,
attack by guerrillas, and Chinese air strikes. But Burke, LeMay, and even
Rusk felt intervention was still feasible. In the end, McNamara said, “The
situation was worsening by the hour and that if we were going to commit
ourselves, then we must do so sooner rather than later.” Rusk wanted to put
troops in Vientiane and seize the Laotian panhandle as well. Shoup wanted
to bomb the Pathet Lao, land troops, and then secure a ceasefire and the
Laotian panhandle. Burke wanted to take Vientiane airport initially, and then
land and hold as much as possible. Decker wanted to put troops in Thailand
and Vietnam and then invade Laos if a cease-fire was not obtained. LeMay
wanted SEATO Plan 5, air strikes, and war with China as well, saying, “We



should go to work on China itself and let Chiang [President of Taiwan] take
Hainan Island.”

The issue of whether intervention would trigger a Chinese response
found the group evenly divided. The lengthy discussion on this point boiled
down to this: McNamara, Burke, Decker, and Bowles, in varying degrees, all
felt U.S. intervention could very easily trigger a Chinese response and the
consequent need to resort to nuclear weapons. Rusk, Bohlen, and LeMay felt
U.S. intervention would not trigger a Chinese response, although LeMay, as
noted, wanted to “go to work on China” anyway.

On the general question of intervention in Southeast Asia, the record of
this extraordinary session shows that Kennedy’s principal civilian and
military advisors:

* were sharply divided on what form this intervention should take
and on whether it would trigger a Chinese response;

* differed somewhat on the significance of the loss of Laos;
* were nearly unanimous in advocating U.S. intervention in Laos.

It also reveals the “all or nothing” argument of the JCS was not, as is often
thought, a tactic to avoid a limited war. On the contrary, they wanted to
intervene, and wanted to do so with the assurance that, if necessary, they
could use nuclear weapons. Despite the consensus among most of Kennedy’s
top advisors that intervention was necessary, there was no such consensus on
the president’s most basic questions: What form should it take? What would
the Chinese reaction be? And, where would it lead in the end?

The April 29 NSC Meeting
Most of the participants went straight from the brainstorming session into
the NSC meeting.169 Originally scheduled to look only at the Vietnam
report, the agenda was broadened to include a discussion of Laos.170

Surprisingly, this Laos discussion has to date escaped historical scrutiny: it
has nearly never been commented on in works covering this period.171 This
is unfortunate, for that day the NSC examined issues of great national
importance. There is a surviving draft record of this meeting, located in the
Vice Presidential Security Files of the Lyndon Baines Johnson Library. This



record states that the council examined “considerations involved in the
various alternative courses of action” in Laos.172 As a consequence of this
discussion, the president made a momentous decision. He agreed to
“undertake certain military and diplomatic measures” before the next NSC
meeting on May 1.

While we still do not know their exact content, we may reasonably
surmise what these measures were from a JCS message to CINCPAC
immediately after the meeting.173 This message directed CINCPAC to
prepare plans for moving two brigade-sized forces of 5,000 men each to
Udorn, Thailand, and Da Nang, Vietnam, with “all arms and appropriate air
elements.” Only U.S. forces were involved, but the State Department was
“taking action to explore” whether these troops could be given a “SEATO
cover.” The message also reported that no decision had been reached “today”
on implementing SEATO Plan 5; that they expected a decision on the
Thailand deployment on May 1, and a decision on the Vietnam deployment
even later due to the ongoing negotiations in Geneva.

What Kennedy had authorized was preparations to move two brigades
and associated combat support elements into position for a unilateral U.S.
intervention in Laos under a SEATO cover. The campaign plan appeared to
include ground offensives along multiple axes, one from Thailand, to be
decided on by May 1, and the other from Vietnam, to be decided after a
justification for breaking the 1954 Geneva Accords was formulated. From
the foregoing, it is obvious that Kennedy had indeed agreed to threaten
intervention in Laos. But Kennedy’s plan, says his aide, Theodore Sorensen,
“combined bluff with real determination in proportions he made known to
no one.”174 Apparently, Kennedy kept even his closest advisors in the dark
about his ultimate intentions.

In the meeting, McNamara rightly pointed out that if the decision was
to intervene it had to be done right away. The situation was deteriorating so
rapidly that each passing day meant a higher price in American lives in the
event of intervention. Rusk, too, argued for a quick decision. He followed up
with a memo the next day in which he said that if a ceasefire was not
achieved within forty-eight hours, he advised the implementation of SEATO
Plan 5 or a deployment of SEATO forces into Thailand to be ready for a
move into Laos.175 Even if a ceasefire was achieved, Rusk said, the U.S.
goal at the conference table should be a “mixed up Laos”—the more
fractured the better. Rusk predicted that a coalition government would “tend



to become a communist satellite,” and argued that “even partition would be a
better outcome than unity under leadership responsive to the communists.”

The May 1 NSC Meeting and Beyond
By the time the May 1 NSC meeting finally convened, the “realities of
Laos,” as Rusk called them, had produced an overwhelming sentiment
among Kennedy’s advisors for intervention there.176 A force of 10,000 men
was ready for action, and the views of the Joint Chiefs were again delivered
to the president in writing. Whereas on April 27 the chiefs had appeared
confused about going into Laos, they now left no doubt about their unity.
McGeorge Bundy wrote in a note to Kennedy that “it’s not at all clear why
they are now unanimous.”177 Sorensen says there were still “splits” in the
chiefs’ written responses, but the majority “appeared to favor the landing of
American troops in Thailand, South Vietnam and the government-held
portions of the Laotian panhandle.”178



JFK and JCS, 1-25-61: Arleigh Burke, George Decker, JFK,
 Lyman Lemnitzer, David Shoup, Thomas White.

Chastened by the Bay of Pigs, however, Kennedy was now far more
skeptical of the chiefs’ recommendations. According to Sorensen, Kennedy
“began asking questions he had not asked before about military operations in
Laos.” The chiefs were no more successful in explaining their proposals than
they had been four days earlier, and proceeded to crumble under Kennedy’s
detailed questioning. He raised the most basic military issues about their
campaign plan, and their answers seem incomprehensible in retrospect.
“How many airstrips were in Laos?” the president asked. Only two was the
answer. And these were only usable during daylight and good weather, and
were always vulnerable to attack. If the communists attacked us and “we



didn’t use nuclear weapons,” Kennedy asked, “would we have to retreat or
surrender in the face of an all-out Chinese intervention?” That answer was
affirmative. “If we put more forces in Laos, he asked, would that weaken our
reserves for action in Berlin or elsewhere?” The answer was again in the
affirmative.179 Kennedy sat in “stunned silence” as he heard that the dispatch
of even 10,000 men to Southeast Asia would denude American strategic
reserves.180 The meeting was “unforgettable for all present,” says Rostow.
There was no order or consensus. “It was chaos.”181

The deployment to Thailand, anticipated in the JCS message to
CINCPAC, did not occur. Kennedy decided to defer “final decisions”
pending “further developments in the cease-fire negotiations.”182 He was
“prepared under certain conditions to deploy U.S. forces to Thailand,” and
directed the chiefs to prepare a presentation for the following day on the
“military implications of various measures that might be undertaken in Laos,
Thailand, and other countries of Southeast Asia.” This was little more than a
placebo, a tactic Kennedy often used to avoid flatly turning down a proposal
from the chiefs. He would send them away with instructions to do a study
and get back to him on it.

On May 1, Kennedy, through McNamara, asked Admiral Burke if the
Marine battalion afloat off Bangkok was ready, and Burke replied they were
and could be in Bangkok in twelve hours.183 However, at the subsequent
May 2 meeting, there was still no decision to intervene. Kennedy directed
only that contingency planning be continued “in the light of the rapidly
deteriorating situation,” and instructed Rusk and McNamara to promptly
send him a joint recommendation on U.S. action in Laos.184 Again,
Kennedy’s actions would lead to nothing more than a study and a
recommendation, but the forces continued to build for intervention. On May
2, CINCPACFLT ordered the ship Bon Homme Richard to leave Hawaii for
the Western Pacific, and also ordered a battalion of the 5th Marines to head
for Okinawa.

That same day, Harriman and Lemnitzer, who had just arrived in
Vietnam from Laos, met with Diem. “Laos must be saved at all costs,” Diem
pleaded, otherwise Vietnam would become “untenable” and open to massive
infiltration or invasion.185 Diem warned that North Vietnamese forces were
already advancing on Southern Laos and would take the area adjacent to
South Vietnam “unless SEATO acted rapidly.” Without SEATO action, he
said, the North Vietnamese, under the guise of the Pathet Lao, would take



over so much territory that they would never voluntarily leave and there
would then be no chance for a neutral Laos. Diem advocated using Chinese
nationalist troops in Vietnam with the U.S. Air Force and Seventh Fleet
bolstering the “depleted” forces on Taiwan. Citing captured documents,
Diem complained that 2,000 Viet Cong had infiltrated into the south since
the previous December, and the troop increase for his army as well as more
naval craft were desperately needed to protect Vietnam’s long frontier and
coast line. Lemnitzer assured Diem the U.S. “would do everything in its
power” to help Vietnam fight the communists.

Diem’s appeal for U.S. intervention in Laos would not reach
Washington until May 4. By this time the issue was truly dead in the White
House. The time had passed for intervention in Laos. The work of the NSC
meeting the following day was focused solely on “salvaging” something
from the Laos negotiations. The feeling of most present was that the chance
for doing even this “was slim indeed.”186 The only option left was to find
some concrete way to reassure Vietnam and Thailand of America’s
continuing support. A vice presidential trip, which had been under
consideration for some time, seemed an appropriate way to do this.

As the U.S. military buildup came to a halt, Laotian forces on the
ground, which had been anticipating the arrival of U.S. troops, retreated to
defensive positions. South Vietnamese troops entered Laos to provide
fallback positions for the Laotian garrison retreating from Tchepone in the
middle of the panhandle.187 The communists, who began stalling again on
the cease-fire, were now in control of the key terrain ensuring unhindered
infiltration into South Vietnam.

“Thank God the Bay of Pigs Happened”
A key factor in Kennedy’s decision not to intervene in Laos was his growing
dissatisfaction with the Joint Chiefs resulting from the disastrous Cuban
invasion. At an April 21 breakfast meeting attended by Rusk, McGeorge
Bundy, and others, Kennedy, who had been reading stories in the morning
papers about who was to blame for the Bay of Pigs, commented “acidly” that
the chiefs were not mentioned, which meant the stories had been leaked by
the Pentagon.188 That same day, retired Army Chief of Staff Maxwell Taylor,
who had been forced out of the government for criticizing the Eisenhower
administration’s emphasis on strategic weapons, received a call from the



president. Kennedy said he was in “deep trouble,” and asked Taylor to come
to the White House to talk about it. Taylor later wrote of his experience the
following day:

I was ushered into the Oval Room and there met Kennedy, Vice
President Johnson, and McGeorge Bundy along with a few other
officials who drifted in and out. I sensed an air which I had
known in my military past—that of a command post which had
been overrun. There were some glazed eyes, subdued voices, and
slow speech that I remembered observing in commanders routed
at the Battle of the Bulge or recovering from the shock of their
first action.189

This passage dramatically illustrates the painful aftermath of the Cuban
blunder. It was an experience that Kennedy would never forget. The
alienation between the president and the chiefs carried over into the debate
on Laos, and was deepened by Kennedy’s refusal to intervene there.
Kennedy looked upon the Cuban failure as a lesson well learned. On May 3
he told Schlesinger:

“If it hadn’t been for Cuba, we might be about to intervene in
Laos.” Waving a sheaf of cables from Lemnitzer, he added, “I
might have taken this advice seriously.”190

Sorensen later had a nearly identical experience with Kennedy:

“Thank God the Bay of Pigs happened when it did,” he would say
to me in September. … “Otherwise we’d be in Laos by now—and
that would be a hundred times worse.”191

His suspicions raised by the Cuban experience, Kennedy took a closer look
at the Laos problem and was “appalled,” says Schlesinger, “at the sketchy
nature of American military planning for Laos—the lack of detail and the
unanswered questions.”192



Kennedy’s growing antipathy toward the Joint Chiefs was matched by
their growing irritation with him. General LeMay was particularly unhappy.
As Robert Futrell, in The United States Air Force in Southeast Asia,
explains:

Part of the difficulties in dealing with a possible use of force,
General LeMay believed, was due to President Kennedy’s
procedural habits and tendencies. The president seemed to depend
on ad hoc committees in lieu of the Joint Chiefs, leading to
vetoes, stalling, lengthy discussions, and too many people “in the
act and making decisions in areas where they weren’t competent.”
This approach to policy, LeMay believed, failed to recognize that
“going to war is a very serious business and once you make [the]
decision that you’re going to do that, then you ought to be
prepared to do just that.”193

Lemnitzer similarly “deplored the tendency of the U.S. government to waste
time in quibbling over policy.”194

This picture of a president pitted against his military advisors is an
unpleasant one. A commander-in-chief must have confidence in the generals
under him and rely on their professional judgments if the national security
mechanism is to perform correctly or at all. Unfortunately for American
policy in Vietnam, this mechanism broke down completely at the very time
when crucial advice and decisions were necessary. Three months had already
passed with the U.S. Vietnam apparatus virtually prostrate, while the Viet
Cong relentlessly built up their forces and increased the area under their
control. The situation was indeed a somber one as the president pondered
what to do about Vietnam.

The Chiefs Urge Intervention in Vietnam
When the Vietnam report, along with the U.S. troop commitment in the Laos
Annex, came to Kennedy on April 29, he had simply ignored the Annex. He
was in no mood to make any final decisions then. When Lansdale and
Gilpatric reissued the Task Force Report on May 1, with the April 28 Annex
still included, the concept of unilateral U.S. intervention had been



introduced. As pointed out in the previous chapter, although the U.S. troop
commitments were still described as solely for training, this revision was
clearly headed in the direction of intervention. When the subject of combat
troops was brought up at the May 5 NSC meeting,195 however, Rusk
effectively killed the proposal by arguing it would torpedo the upcoming
Laos conference.

By that time Lansdale had lost control of the Vietnam Task Force.
Kennedy had directed the State Department to run it. Lansdale was still
offered a role, but, embittered, he now advised Gilpatric that Defense should
stay “completely out” of the directorship of the task force. Having a Defense
officer or himself in a position of “partial influence” would only provide
State with a “scapegoat to share the blame when we have a flop,” Lansdale
complained.196 He did not intend to play second string to anyone in the State
Department, and was content, for the time being, to watch the debate over
intervention in Vietnam from the sidelines.

The twin failures of Cuba and Laos gave the Kennedy administration’s
foreign policy track record a black eye. The rapidity with which the
Pentagon now sought to place the forces that had been destined for Laos into
South Vietnam instead, caught Kennedy at a particularly vulnerable moment.
For the fiasco at the Bay of Pigs had raised questions about Kennedy’s
resolve against communism, a situation only exacerbated by his decision
against intervention in Laos. He was under great pressure to make a stand
somewhere.

On May 6, the Vietnam Task Force issued its report.197 The impact of
State’s takeover of this final version was to soften the U.S. troop
commitment implied in the earlier Defense version. The explicit
recommendation in the Defense Department’s draft that the U.S. make clear
its determination to intervene unilaterally, if this were necessary, was
dropped.198 The report noted that in preparation for a possible commitment
of combat troops to Vietnam that “might result from an NSC decision
following discussions between Vice President Johnson and President Diem,”
the Defense Department was studying the required size and composition of
such a force. Possible actions being considered included deployment of two
U.S. battle groups with necessary command and logistics units, an engineer
battalion, a CINCPAC naval component for coastal patrol, and a CINCPAC
air component to provide close air support for South Vietnamese troops.
Accordingly, on May 8 Deputy Secretary of Defense Gilpatric sent a memo



to the chiefs asking for their views and those of CINCPAC on the
advisability of sending forces and on the size and composition of them.199

That same day, Lemnitzer, still in East Asia, sent a real barn-burner of a
cable to the Pentagon.200 Lemnitzer said it appeared that the “unhappy
sequence of events in Laos” was being repeated, adding this “can only mean
the loss of Vietnam.” In a scathing indictment of the president’s cautious
approach to the communist threat in Southeast Asia, Lemnitzer argued the
problem in simple terms:

Does the U.S. intend to take the necessary military action now to
defeat the Viet Cong threat or do we intend to quibble for weeks
and months over details of general policy … while Vietnam
slowly but surely goes down the drain of communism as North
Vietnam and a large portion of Laos have gone to date?

This cable was a dramatic illustration of the chiefs’ anger over the failure to
intervene in Laos and their determination to do so in Vietnam. On May 10,
the JCS put their views on the record.201 On that date, they delivered a
resolute and emphatic recommendation for sending U.S. combat troops to
Vietnam. This unique and startling memo deserves a detailed examination
here. The chiefs now argued that if the administration decided to keep
Southeast Asia out of the communist “sphere,” U.S. forces “should be
deployed immediately” to South Vietnam, so that they would not be
subjected to the kind of combat situation existing in Laos. The chiefs
recommended that a decision to “deploy suitable forces” be made.

The memo went on to list the specific purposes for intervention in
Vietnam: to provide a deterrent against North Vietnamese or Chinese
aggression; the assumption of some of the South Vietnamese Army’s static
defense duties, releasing them to concentrate on counterinsurgency actions;
training South Vietnamese forces; providing a “nucleus” for additional U.S.
or SEATO operations in Southeast Asia; and, to show firmness “and our
intent to all Asian nations.” The chiefs’ plan for intervention took into
account Felt’s concerns about the operational flexibility of U.S. forces
already in the Pacific, and said the troops would come from the U.S. so as
not to tax the capabilities of C1NCPAC. In order to accomplish their plan,
the chiefs recommended:



President Diem be encouraged to request that the United States
fulfill its SEATO obligation, in view of the new threat now posed
by the Laotian situation, by immediate deployment of appropriate
U.S. forces to South Vietnam; … Upon receipt of this request,
suitable forces could be immediately deployed to South Vietnam
in order to accomplish the abovementioned purpose. Details of
size and composition of these forces must include the views of
both CINCPAC and CHMAAG which are not yet available.
[Emphasis added]

This memo was the first of many the chiefs would send to Kennedy in 1961
arguing the case for massive U.S. intervention in Vietnam. One very
important element that it did not overlook was the necessity of getting Diem
to request U.S. forces. As shall be seen, this problem would be dealt with
soon.

The same day the JCS’ views were sent to the White House, Admiral
Burke cabled Felt that intervention was the only way to avoid a repeat of the
U.S. performance in Laos.202 Burke’s cable noted, “Where there are no U.S.
troops in place, there is no will to send them when the going gets tough.” He
felt strongly that only a few units were needed for this purpose, because
making a decision to reinforce them “is more easily taken” than the decision
to commit them in the first place. He explained how this had worked in
Laos: “We have missed the boat in Laos by not having [a] foot in [the]
door.”

Burke’s cable prompted Admiral Felt to come up with his
recommendation on what U.S. forces were required in South Vietnam. The
next day, he sent out a cable saying he supported the JCS decision,
particularly since, as he now understood the chiefs’ thinking, it would mean
additional forces from the U.S. being assigned to his command.203 Within a
few days, Felt sent a more specific recommendation to the Pentagon saying
these troops should include one Army infantry division with its logistical
support; eight B-57s for border surveillance and close air support; four F-
102s for air defense; and a few reconnaissance aircraft. Felt also wanted
General McGarr’s title to be changed to “Commander, U.S. Forces
Vietnam,” putting him, under CINCPAC, in charge of all U.S. forces
there.204



The 10th of May, then, was a landmark day in the history of the
Vietnam War. It was the first time the chiefs went on record unequivocally
for putting U.S. combat troops into Vietnam. In addition, two other related
events occurred that day that have been overlooked completely by major
works on the war. Lansdale, in a memo to Gilpatric, weighed in with his
“personal views” on the matter and sided with the chiefs.205 Lansdale was
now an ardent supporter of intervention in Vietnam. He argued that the loss
of Vietnam would place the entire defense line of the Western Pacific and
Indian Ocean in “great jeopardy,” and that “every other nation in the world
will question the effectiveness of U.S. military doctrine, organization,
equipment and training against communist methods.” To deal with this
threat, he advocated sending U.S. combat forces to Vietnam as a deterrent
force like those employed in Germany. These forces, he concluded, should
include a “hard core” capable of defending itself “in foreseeable combat
until reinforced as required in a contingency,” and other elements to help in
local public works “to make the U.S. military presence a welcome one with
the local population.”

The other event occurred in Saigon, where Lansdale’s ally General
McGarr launched a most unusual plan. It began with a curious cable to
CINCPAC that had the tone of an advertising campaign—something quite
out of character for McGarr. McGarr had something to sell, and to legitimize
his pitch he invoked the name of President Kennedy. He even went so far as
to suggest a unity of viewpoint between the president and the Chairman of
the Joint Chiefs of Staff on Vietnam policy. McGarr said: “President
Kennedy and General Lemnitzer have repeatedly stated Vietnam is not to go
behind the Bamboo Curtain,” and that with this in mind he was conducting
two studies.206

McGarr’s linkage of Lemnitzer and Kennedy seems especially odd in
light of Lemnitzer’s unrestrained assault on Kennedy’s policy unleashed
only two days earlier. Clearly when he crafted this cable, accuracy was not
McGarr’s priority. Invoking Kennedy’s name up front was a tactic to
package and sell his two new studies. The studies themselves raise other
questions. Only one of them was described in detail and from both key
information was withheld. Of the study he described, McGarr said that it
concerned new U.S. forces necessary to “insure effective implementation
[of] those military courses of action approved by [the] president.” It showed
an immediate requirement for 156 more men, and a further increase of 272



phased over a three-month period. “Subsequent additional personnel are
envisioned,” McGarr said, but he was “not prepared at this time to submit
specific needs.” Interestingly, he would put these needs in writing
immediately after a discussion with Diem and Vice President Johnson two
days later. The “additional personnel” envisioned would be 16,000 U.S.
combat troops.

With respect to his other study, McGarr said only that it was being
made to determine the required South Vietnamese force structure assuming
that “Laos goes communist or communist inclined.” This sentence was a bit
curious, since a good bit of Laotian territory—especially that close to South
Vietnam’s borders—was already communist or communist inclined. McGarr
didn’t have these figures on hand either; but again, he would come up with
them just two days later. The “required” force would entail nearly doubling
the size of the South Vietnamese Army from 150,000 to 280,000 men.207

Events soon to unfold would cast a new light on McGarr’s strange
communiqué. As will soon be seen, McGarr, assisted from Washington by
the unseen hand of Lansdale, was preparing for a vice presidential trip to
Saigon. The situation would be tricky and revolve around President Diem.
He could be expected to be most grateful to have his army doubled at U.S.
expense. The question was, how would he react to the 16,000 U.S. combat
troops? Lyndon Johnson’s trip had not yet been officially announced; that
prerogative Kennedy had retained for himself. He, too, was preparing for the
vice president’s trip, and in an equally unusual way.

The day after Johnson would leave for Vietnam, Kennedy would call
together his National Security Council and issue NSAM-52. While its full
contents will be discussed later, two items are worth mentioning now.
NSAM-52 approved the Vietnam Task Force report but altered the report’s
recommendation that the Defense Department study the size and
composition of U.S. forces that might be deployed to Vietnam. Instead, the
president placed that study under the “guidance” of the new Task Force
Director, the State Department’s Sterling Cottrell.208 More importantly,
NSAM-52 removed the sentence that stated that such a deployment of U.S.
forces to Vietnam could result from “an NSC decision following discussions
between Vice President Johnson and President Diem.”

Why did Kennedy remove this important sentence from the NSAM—
only hours before Johnson’s first scheduled talk with Diem? This curious
deletion has so far escaped historical scrutiny, and one can only wonder if it



suggests that the president was concerned about what the vice president was
up to in Saigon. Such a concern, as it turned out, would have been justified.
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Taking Charge
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Chapter 4

LBJ in Vietnam

“LBJ might have been freewheeling out there.”

—WILLIAM COLBY,
 DECEMBER 29, 1987

The Leak
n May 9, Lyndon Johnson was in New York at a labor function, and
before leaving the city he was surprised to hear he would be going to

Vietnam that day. “He heard it on the radio,” recalls Air Force Colonel
Howard Burris. Someone had leaked the story to the press and Johnson was
angry. There had long been talk in the White House about an LBJ trip to
Vietnam, and it had even been mentioned in a presidential press conference,
but to get the news that way burned him up. Besides, LBJ didn’t want to go
anyway. “He came back to the White House and told Kennedy he wasn’t
going to go,” Burris recalls.

Burris, first met LBJ in Texas during the 1930’s and was now the vice
president’s Military Representative. He vividly remembers the
confrontation between Johnson and Kennedy that day:

I remember, I was sitting there against the wall in the NSC
meeting, listening to all this screaming taking place. Kennedy
said he wanted Johnson to go and Johnson just refused. Kennedy



said “You’re going tonight and the Foreign Service and
[McGeorge] Bundy will brief you.209

There was nothing Johnson could do about it; like it or not he was going to
Saigon. Burris recounts what happened then:

Johnson went out and just got stoned. He came back and went to
sleep on his couch and finally let the Foreign Service guys in. I
think one or two were Assistant Secretaries.

One of them was the Assistant Secretary of State for Public Affairs, Carl
Rowan. Also present were representatives from the Defense Department
and the CIA. What happened next was memorable. Rowan remembers
Johnson began the meeting by railing about the leaking of the story to the
press. “I want you State Department folks to know that I think you’re a
bunch of little puppy dogs, leaking on every hydrant.”210 Johnson continued
in the same vein:

I tell you, you just write down the name of the reporter who
wrote that goddam story, and you wait a few weeks and you’re
gonna see that reporter write something nice about the leaker
because the reporter’s got to pay that guy off, and I can tell you
I’m waiting to see if there’s a nice profile about old Chester
Bowles, ‘cause I think he’s the one who leaked the story about
my trip.

Johnson was blaming the Under Secretary of State, the number two man in
the Department. “I sat there in astonishment,” Rowan says, “absolutely
certain that the leak came not from Chester Bowles but from the president
of the United States.”

Johnson was still in a rage when the plane left Washington. “We got
on the plane that night,” Burris says, “and there was this briefing book with
all the inputs from the various agencies and so forth.” He gave it to LBJ,
who looked at it for no more than a minute, and said, “Howard if you give
me any of this State Department crap again I’ll throw you off this plane.”



211 This rebuke was mild compared to what lay ahead in the Far East.
Rowan says Johnson was drinking a lot in those days, and the more he
drank the meaner he got; he verbally abused his staff “in ways I found hard
to believe.” Yet when sober or in a good mood, Rowan says, he spoke with
greater eloquence on the needs of poor nations and injustice in America
“than any individual I ever knew in my life.”212 Indeed Johnson was a man
full of conflict and contradiction, traits that would manifest themselves fully
during this trip and in his report afterward, and eventually, to the misfortune
of the country and the world, during the course of the Vietnam War.

At 6:40 P.M. on May 11, Johnson’s plane landed in Saigon. Johnson,
accompanied by President Kennedy’s sister, Jean, and brother-in-law,
Stephen Smith, proceeded to the official government guest house, Gia Long
Palace, and then to a dinner hosted by Ambassador Nolting at the rooftop
restaurant of Saigon’s Caravelle Hotel.213 Kennedy had added his own
family members to the official party to impress on Diem the earnestness
with which he desired to improve the fractured relationship between
America and South Vietnam. Having them along, however, was a constant
irritant to Johnson. Throughout the trip Johnson “talked over and over about
the fact that he had not been born rich like the Kennedys,” and complained
that he had not gone to Harvard but to a “little crappy Texas college,”
Rowan wrote later. The assistant secretary recalled that “Johnson had one of
the greatest inferiority complexes I ever saw in a high-level public
official.”214

Johnson’s First Meeting with Diem
Johnson’s meeting with Diem began the next morning at 8:00 A.M.
Beforehand, Johnson had received a cable from CINCPAC with the
precedence “OPERATIONAL IMMEDIATE,” a priority reserved for the
most important and time-sensitive messages.215 It was a top secret massage
from the Joint Chiefs, relayed via CINCPAC, to General McGarr in Saigon
with Vice President Johnson listed as the sole “INFO ADDRESSEE.” No
copy was sent to Ambassador Nolting nor anywhere else in the Pacific
theater. The message was a verbatim transcript of a JCS recommendation to
Secretary McNamara that Diem be “encouraged to request” U.S. combat
troops. When the JCS cable went through the CINCPAC, Admiral Felt



added that McNamara was aware of but had “not as yet” approved the
combat troops recommendation.

Johnson barely had time to digest the contents of the cable before
going to the palace for his talk with Diem. During this initial meeting,
Johnson avoided the subject of combat troops raised in the cable, confining
the discussion to the points contained in a letter Kennedy had asked him to
deliver to Diem. After appropriate introductions, Johnson handed the letter
to Diem, who sat down at his desk and read over it carefully, while Johnson
sat back and watched. The letter contained several specific proposals for a
joint effort by both countries to step up the campaign against the
communists,216 and only briefly alluded to the political reforms of the CIP.
It mentioned neither U.S. combat troops nor a defense treaty.

Diem reacted to it by telling Johnson that he had trouble financing the
20,000-man increase in his army and also that reforms had to be appropriate
to Vietnam, an underdeveloped country threatened by communist
subversion.217 LBJ then did something that would disappoint Kennedy’s
staff when they found out about it later.218 He committed the U.S. to
providing equipment (helicopters and armored personnel carriers) for the
20,000-man increase without extracting in return any commitment from
Diem on local financing. Diem must have felt good at this point. “He was
tickled as hell,” Johnson said the following day.219 Little wonder. Johnson
had just given in on what for months had been a major stumbling block
between Washington and Saigon.

The rest of the meeting went like clockwork. Diem “responded, one
by one, to President Kennedy’s proposals,” Johnson recalled, “and in less
than three hours we had agreed on all of them.”220 When it was over,
Johnson had another surprise in store. He urged the Vietnamese president to
send a “letter of reply” to Kennedy “as early as possible,” and to put in this
letter a detailed list of Vietnam’s most urgent needs as he saw them. This
massaged Diem’s Mandarin ego,221 and he happily agreed to what looked
like more largesse without strings from Washington. The timing of the
letter’s arrival would be critical to what Johnson might say in the report he
would deliver after his Asian trip. He therefore asked Diem to send the
letter before his scheduled return to Washington.222

Johnson’s invitation for Diem to write a letter to Kennedy with a
shopping list in it was a digression that had not been planned in



Washington. It would not be the last one either, for Johnson was about to
take a major detour.

The Churchill of Asia
Later in the morning, LBJ delivered a rousing speech to the South
Vietnamese National Assembly that Nolting described as the “high point”
of the Vietnam trip.223 The speech, written by Carl Rowan and Johnson aide
Horace Busby the night before, was based partly on what Johnson wanted
to say but more on what cables from Washington directed he should say.224

Reading from the approved statement, Johnson promised that the U.S. was
ready to immediately help expand the South Vietnamese Army and meet
Vietnam’s educational, rural development, and new industrial and long-
range economic needs.225 Then he added a few words of his own:

I informed your vice president that the United States stands ready
to assist in meeting the grave situation which confronts you. I
have gone into detail with your president. There are many things
the United States is willing to do.226

With more meetings still ahead, this last sentence might have been a hint to
Diem that there was still something important left, beyond the details of
their first talk, to discuss.

At this point in the trip, a change occurred to Johnson’s approach to
the press. Things had not gone well with the media and it was Johnson’s
fault. He had acted precipitously after an incident a few days earlier in
Bangkok. For no apparent reason, Johnson had insulted Rowan during a
press conference by calling him a “dummy.” Rowan shot back that “who
the dummy is will be determined by how the questions are answered” and
later, in private, threatened to take the first plane back to Washington.
Johnson told Rowan he would not be insulting him anymore because he
would not be seeing reporters anymore.227

That decision changed during his first morning in Vietnam. For some
reason, Johnson decided to make up. Rowan was astonished when, in the
middle of lunch, Johnson telephoned to say he was willing to talk to the



reporters. Moreover, he wanted to do so immediately. Rowan and a State
Department colleague rounded up a contingent of reporters and went to
LBJ’s room. Rowan went in and told Johnson the reporters were waiting.
“Hell bring ‘em in,” Johnson replied, sitting on his bed in his underwear.
Rowan claims “there followed the only press conference that, to my
knowledge, a senior American official held in his skivvies.”228

This unusual press conference was only the beginning of the public
spectacle that Johnson had suddenly decided to act out. In Saigon streets his
“plunging into crowds despite security precautions” delighted and moved
the people, said a cable from Saigon.229 At the evening reception hosted by
Diem, Johnson promised that America would stand “shoulder to shoulder”
with the South Vietnamese in their fight against communism, and he
praised Diem as the “Churchill of Asia.” This accolade could not have been
more flattering to the diminutive Diem. It was as if Johnson “were
endorsing county sheriffs in a Texas election campaign,” Stanley Karnow,
then a reporter, recalled of LBJ’s performance.230

One of Kennedy’s goals for the trip was to bolster Diem’s confidence
and reassure him of American support. Johnson’s comments to the press,
and his antics in the streets, and his buttering up of Diem at the banquet
more than fulfilled that part of his mission. Concealed behind Johnson’s
ebullient behavior, however, lay a venturesome plan. His next meeting with
Diem was scheduled to take place after the banquet, and Johnson was
paving the way for that session. He planned to use it as an opportunity to
carry out the suggestion contained in the top secret cable from the Joint
Chiefs.

The Talk About Combat Troops
At their first session, Johnson had been holding something back, but so had
Diem. “I knew Diem was a hard bargainer and a proud man,” Johnson later
said of him, “and I expected differences on more than one issue.”231 The
foreplay ended at the no-holds-barred second round of talks that evening,
with Ambassador Nolting and General McGarr present.

Diem opened the discussion with an attack on the U.S. weak suit,
Laos. He argued that Laos was being overrun by the communists because
Kennedy was pursuing negotiations for neutralization. Diem insinuated that



the polite but “timid” Laotians felt abandoned by the U.S.232 Charging that
the U.S. Ambassador to Laos had discouraged the Laotians on every
occasion where they tried to “undertake positive action,” Diem said the
Laotian government had wanted to ask for the U.S. Ambassador’s recall
many times but had not done so because of “timidity.” Diem then laid down
his hand: he said he needed an increase in his army of 120,000 men over
and above its current level of 150,000. This was, incredibly, 100,000 more
than the 20,000 under discussion with the U.S. Moreover, Diem indicated
that he could not afford to pay for it.

Johnson responded by attacking Diem’s weak suit, asking why
150,000 South Vietnamese soldiers could not deal with a Viet Cong force of
10,000. Then Johnson laid down his own hand: how about introducing U.S.
combat troops to do the job? Diem replied that he did not want U.S. troops
to fight in his country except in the case of overt aggression against South
Vietnam. Diem said he did want an increase in U.S. training personnel.233

In retrospect, what followed next seems too coincidental not to have
been planned, and in it is the hint of Edward Lansdale’s hand. General
McGarr immediately asked Diem if he would accept the introduction of
U.S. combat troops “for training purposes.”234 With no argument or
comment whatsoever, Diem agreed. It was almost as if he knew beforehand
how this part of the conversation would unfold. McGarr had conveniently
provided Johnson and Diem with a compromise on the troop issue, one that
parallels precisely the formula Lansdale had inserted on April 27 into the
Vietnam Task Force Report.

What the chiefs really wanted, of course, was to put U.S. combat
troops into Vietnam. To do this they needed Diem’s approval. The question
was how to get it. If there was one person who knew how Diem’s mind
worked and could come up with a solution, it was Lansdale. Certainly Diem
and his generals did not originate the idea of a further 100,000-man increase
in the South Vietnamese Army by themselves. They arrived at the figure by
working it out with General McGarr sometime before Johnson arrived.
Diem, in his second letter to Kennedy, confirmed that his figure had been
worked out with McGarr.235 Since McGarr, in his curious “Bamboo
Curtain” cable about his two “studies,” which was sent only two days
earlier, claimed he didn’t yet have this figure, either McGarr had purposely
withheld it then or had arrived at it sometime during the forty-eight-hour
period before Johnson’s arrival.



If McGarr had provided the 100,000-man figure to Diem before
Johnson’s arrival, isn’t it reasonable to assume that McGarr also discussed
the idea of using U.S. combat troops with Diem? Lansdale’s draft of the
Laos Annex had already said these combat troops were required as trainers
for the projected increase in the South Vietnamese Army. Would McGarr
have mentioned the one without the other? We know Lansdale’s report and
McGarr’s study were coordinated because they both used an identical figure
for the U.S. troops: 16,000 men. Lansdale knew Diem was a tough
negotiator and would demand something in return. In Lansdale’s May 10
memo, we find the seed for the deal now arranged with Diem: U.S. combat
troops under the rubric of training in return for a big increase in the size of
Diem’s army. The size of this increase, more than 100,000 new soldiers,
though unrealistic on the Washington end, was a sugar-coated lure in
Saigon.

The linchpin in the plan was the role of the vice president. Why did
Johnson wait to pop the big question on Diem until General McGarr was
present? Again, consider the scenario. Diem asked for his increase, which
Johnson did not reject. Johnson then put U.S. combat troops into the
equation, to which McGarr then added the fig leaf of training. Did Johnson
know what McGarr was up to? Johnson’s aide Colonel Burris did. “I
remember about McGarr saying the troops were for training,” Burris
recalls, “but it was really just under the guise of training.”236

The training mission of these forces was indeed a “guise,” designed to
make the quid pro quo more desirable. The authors of The Pentagon
Papers rightly point out that the training mission of these combat units was
little more than a device for getting Diem to accept them. Diem thought this
was a concession desired by Washington, the price tag for the large increase
in the South Vietnamese Army he was asking the U.S. to pay for.237

There is no proof that Johnson was rehearsed for the combat troop
discussion, but the idea is hard to rule out. Adding to the intrigue is the fact
that Colonel Burris was specifically instructed, by persons he calls “the
boys in the woodwork,” not to discuss the combat troops issue with his own
boss, Vice President Johnson.238 But why? “I was not authorized to,” Burris
says, because “Diem was a marked man,” and someone who should not be
dealt with on this issue. Even half a century later, that dark remark is
disturbing. This much is clear: while we don’t know if someone rehearsed
Johnson, there is no doubt that someone rehearsed Burris. Who was giving



orders to the vice president’s military aide? And why?239 The present
author’s best guess for the first question is Burris’ CIA contacts, who,
apparently, were still able to issue instructions to him. The person to whom
Johnson would most likely turn for advice on this issue would have been his
Military Adviser, Colonel Burris.240 The answer to the second question
remains elusive, but Burris’ remark suggests a strong antipathy toward
Diem and possibly the intent to control any discussion about U.S. combat
troops.

News of another—possibly related—part of this intrigue involves the
role played by McGarr. That role was crucial because the formula to which
Diem agreed required McGarr’s presence at the meeting. Yet, Ambassador
Nolting, or someone on his staff, tried to prevent McGarr from attending.
When the list of those attending was published in the Embassy, McGarr’s
name was missing. McGarr sent word to Thuan, who informed Diem, and
the issue was settled when Diem demanded McGarr’s presence. News of
this entire episode wound up in Lansdale’s hands before Johnson’s return to
Washington.241

What does this all mean? A pattern seems to suggest itself here.
Someone tried to curtail military advice to the vice president and General
McGarr’s name was removed from the list. Both acts involved military
officers with strong CIA connections. Were these two acts connected? Did
someone in the embassy have access to the top secret cable the chiefs sent
to Johnson? Did someone figure out the script beforehand and attempt to
rewrite it?

Another possibility about such a script—if one existed at all—is that it
may have been designed to afford LBJ plausible denial afterward. Johnson
would be able to say he had asked Diem if he wanted U.S. combat troops
and the answer was no. While this statement would be technically correct, it
would only be part of the truth. Moreover, separating this one question and
Diem’s response to it from the full context of the conversation made the
exchange misleading. Omitting the rest of the discussion would be
convenient for Johnson, allowing him to conceal any agreement that he
might have reached and his role in brokering it should the president
disapprove.

Script or no script, some of the nuances of the Johnson-Diem
conversation are, of course, beyond reach. There can be no question,
however, that a lot more than a Diem refusal for U.S. combat troops took



place that night. Unfortunately, this important episode has thus far been lost
in the dustbin of history. As a result, erroneous interpretations have arisen,
which claim not only that Diem said no to U.S. combat troops, but also that
Kennedy,242 or the “White House”,243 gave “explicit instructions” or
“charged” Johnson to bring the subject up of combat troops in the first
place. The effect of these misguided claims paints Kennedy as a hawk on
sending American combat forces to Vietnam.

George Kahin’s book Intervention, for example, in an attempt to
prove Kennedy’s “attraction” to the idea of sending combat troops to
Vietnam, erroneously cites The Pentagon Papers as evidence that Kennedy
“charged” Johnson with asking Diem about combat troops.244 The
Pentagon Papers of course, says nothing of the sort and such faulty
sourcing has only served to confound the problem that arises from the
neglect of the fact that Johnson carried out the chief’s proposal, and that
Diem agreed to the troop formula offered during that conversation.

Moreover, in a May 5 press conference, Kennedy had actually pulled
back from saying that Johnson should raise this issue. His comment in
response to a question on combat troops was somewhat confused:

The question of troops is a matter—the matter of what we are
going to do to assist Vietnam to obtain its independence is a
matter under consideration. There [are] a good many [issues]
which I think can most usefully wait until we have had
consultations with the government, which up to the present time
—which will be one of the matters which Vice President Johnson
will deal with; the problem of consultations with the Government
of Vietnam as to what further steps could most usefully be
taken.245

Did this comment suggest a presidential order for Johnson to ask about
combat troops? Hardly. On the contrary, as far as what Johnson would be
raising in his consultations with Diem, it is clear that the president shifted
the issue from combat troops to “what we are going to do to assist
Vietnam.”

This much we can be sure of: Kennedy did not have an “attraction” for
sending combat troops to Vietnam and he did not “charge” Johnson to go



there and ask Diem about it. Our understanding of what happened during
the trip is limited because we have no transcripts of the conversations.
While we may never understand exactly what took place during the late-
night discussion between Johnson and Diem, it is curious that someone who
was right there in the room didn’t understand either.

The Midnight Compromise
The new ambassador, Frederick (Fritz) Nolting, did not grasp what was
happening. In fairness to Nolting, it should be pointed out that he was
handicapped by his lack of Asian experience and the fact that the meeting
took place on his third day of work. He heard what was said, but he thought
Diem did not understand what McGarr meant by “U.S. combat units fully
equipped for fighting, but which would be used for training Vietnamese
armed forces.”246 Of course, subsequent events would prove Nolting
wrong. For in less than a month Diem would request—in the letter Johnson
asked him to send—American forces using, with a slight modification, the
Lansdale-McGarr formula.

Following this second Johnson-Diem talk, a late-night session in
Nolting’s office took place during which the ambassador quarreled with the
vice president. At issue was Johnson’s suggestion that Diem send an early
letter to Kennedy. According to the CIA Station Chief, William Colby, who
was present at the meeting, Nolting did not want this letter to go out.247

Why did the ambassador wait until midnight to voice his objection? The
answer lies in the sequence of events in which Johnson presented his
suggestions to Diem that day. During the morning meeting, Johnson got
Diem to agree to put a shopping list in a letter to Kennedy. At the evening
meeting, as a result of the discussion, U.S. combat troops were added to that
list, and Nolting was strongly opposed to U.S. combat troops in Vietnam.248

Since Nolting felt Diem misunderstood McGarr’s request, Nolting
demanded that a clarification on that point be obtained from Diem prior to
his sending the letter to Kennedy. The argument that night in the
ambassador’s office produced a compromise, the immediate terms of which
can be deduced from a cable Nolting sent three days afterward.249 Two
letters would be sent instead of one—an initial letter without substance, and
a detailed one after the clarification was received. It is likely the three men



also agreed to keep the entire issue of combat troops quiet until Diem
responded to the clarification request. Nolting remained silent about it for
six days, and when he finally talked about it—under pressure from the State
Department for information—he still had not received his clarification.250

Despite the apparent success of the negotiations, LBJ was uncertain of
Diem’s reaction to his proposals. He was still thinking it over the next
morning in his room when Carl Rowan showed up to talk about press
coverage.251 “I don’t know about this fellow, Diem,” Johnson said. “I tried
to get knee-to-knee and belly-to-belly so he wouldn’t misunderstand me,
but I don’t know if I got to him.” As Diem’s subsequent actions would
show, Johnson had nothing to worry about.

The following day, prior to his departure for the Philippines, Johnson
paid a twenty-minute farewell visit to Diem. He informed Diem that he
would be a “strong supporter of Vietnam in Washington.”252 Then,
apparently in keeping with the compromise reached with Nolting the
previous night, Johnson now asked Diem for two letters instead of one. The
first letter should be a “brief” response to Kennedy’s letter, more of a
simple acknowledgment than anything else. The second one, Johnson
continued, should be a “follow-up letter” timed to arrive in Washington by
the time he got back. This would be a “substantive letter,” detailing Diem’s
views on “additional assistance” that Vietnam will “really need” to stop the
communists. Johnson suggested that Diem include in this letter his request
for the 100,000-man increase in his army. Nolting’s various accounts of this
final Johnson-Diem meeting do not indicate whether Johnson also said this
letter should contain a request for U.S. combat troops as a training force.
Most likely Johnson did not bring the issue up. To have mentioned it that
morning would have closed the door on any chance for Johnson to
disassociate himself from the deal if the reaction to it in the White House
was unfavorable. As it turned out, Kennedy’s reaction to it was exactly that.

The First Letter
As promised, Diem’s first letter, dated May 15, arrived before Johnson
returned to Washington. In it, Diem agreed with the proposals in Kennedy’s
letter delivered by LBJ, and added that Johnson had “graciously” asked for
his own suggestions as to Vietnam’s most urgent needs. “I was most deeply



gratified by this gracious gesture by your distinguished vice president,”
Diem gushed, “particularly as we have not become accustomed to being
asked for our own views as to our needs.” This dig was not missed in
Washington. In the margin next to this sentence on Kennedy’s copy of the
letter someone wrote “touché!”253

Diem turned the screw further, by alluding to the collapse of the U.S.
position in Laos. He called attention to Vietnam’s “long and vulnerable”
borders with Laos, and said “recent” developments there underscored his
“grave concern” for Vietnam’s security. Now facing the “very real
possibility” of communist forces pressing simultaneously from North
Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia, Diem said he was making an urgent
determination of the “needs to save our country.” He added, “I know I can
count on the material support from your great country which will be so
essential to achieving final victory.” Diem concluded:

I was deeply gratified at Vice President Johnson’s assurances that
our needs will be given careful consideration in Washington. An
estimate of these needs as we see them will accordingly be
furnished to you in a second letter which I shall write in about a
week.

But what would these “needs” be? Would he tell Kennedy about the
agreement reached with Johnson and McGarr? Diem’s second letter would
become the subject of intense interest in Washington long before its arrival.

Nolting’s initial cables did not advise Washington about McGarr’s
maneuver on combat troops, Diem’s acquiescence, or Nolting’s own
(wrong) interpretation of the exchange. Nolting would not forward this
information until a week later, on May 18, one day before a crucial NSC
meeting that will be discussed shortly.254 By that time, the State Department
was clamoring for information about what had gone on in Saigon during the
Johnson trip. Much had happened in Washington while Johnson was away,
events that would trouble him in Bermuda where he wrote his report for the
president.
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Chapter 5

JFK in Washington

NSAM-52
hen Vice President Johnson met with Diem for the first time in
Saigon, President Kennedy had, a few hours before, concluded a

meeting with his Security Council in Washington to finalize the course for
American policy in Vietnam. Recorded and issued that day in National
Security Action Memorandum (NSAM) 52,255 his decisions had enormous
consequences for the war effort and they would not be revised until the end
of the year. The main work before the NSC that day was to consider the
final Vietnam Task Force report, but the principal issue facing the president
was whether to commit U.S. combat troops to defend South Vietnam. The
previous day (May 10), the Joint Chiefs had made an emphatic appeal for
such forces, and, at their request, this plea was sent directly to the Security
Council.256 In it, the chiefs also asked that Diem be encouraged to request
U.S. forces and, on the evening of May 12 in Saigon (which would have
been late on May 11 in Washington due to the time differential), LBJ, Diem,
and McGarr worked out a formula by which the Joint Chiefs’ request might
be arranged.

When the May 11 NSC meeting convened, Kennedy and his advisors
had no idea that the deck was being stacked in Saigon—that a formula for
sending U.S. combat troops to Vietnam was being worked out there.
Moreover, Kennedy cut out of his NSAM those paragraphs of the task force
report that discussed sending such troops. The most significant item in
NSAM-52 was its first provision, namely, the approval of the U.S.
objective: to prevent communist domination of South Vietnam. The



implications of this decision were far-reaching, for Kennedy embraced this
objective knowing that in South Vietnam the communists were very close
to, if not already in, a dominant position.257 In so doing, he took his most
substantial step yet toward deepening American involvement in the war. At
the same time, the excision of those lines that discussed sending combat
troops was also an important decision, and an early indication of Kennedy’s
aversion to the use of combat troops in Vietnam.

Kennedy also approved the task force report’s concept of operations:
to create a viable democratic Vietnam by initiating military, political,
economic, psychological, and covert actions on an “accelerated” basis. That
this concept went beyond the purely military component was appropriate to
the challenge in Vietnam. It was also broadly stated, leaving the president
virtually free to maneuver as he pleased in carrying it out. The objective of
preventing communist domination, however, was so simply and clearly
stated that major Viet Cong gains would leave the president no alternative
but to take strong military action.

The military recommendations of the task force were divided into
three sections: a) military actions already approved at the April 29 NSC
meeting:258 b) additional military actions necessary because of the new
threat along South Vietnam’s border with Laos; and c) a Defense
Department study of U.S. forces to be deployed to South Vietnam “which
might result from an NSC decision following discussions between Vice
President Johnson and President Diem.” In constructing NSAM-52,
Kennedy reaffirmed the April 29 decisions—item a—and approved the new
measures—item b. The NSAM specifically identified the page numbers—
four and five—of the Task Force report pertaining to item b in order to
avoid any confusion with item c. Item c, as written, was dropped.

Kennedy knew his Laos decisions were responsible for the increased
threat to South Vietnam and he was willing to pay for the consequences
with a new aid package. That was covered in item b, and included an
increase in the number of U.S. personnel assigned to the MAAG; a new six-
man element to help with border surveillance; and a 400-man Special
Forces Group at Nha Trang for training Vietnamese Special forces. In
addition, the JCS, CINCPAC, and MAAG were to assess the “military
utility” of another 30,000-man increase to the South Vietnamese army,
which would bring the total to 200,000.



Kennedy’s decisions in NSAM-52, then, were both sweeping and
significant. The objective of American Vietnam policy was now nothing
less than preventing what appeared to be just around the corner—
communist domination. Moreover, the new aid package had 400 Special
Forces troops on their way, as trainers to be sure but, nonetheless, on their
way. Still, NSAM-52 fell well short of what the Joint Chiefs were asking
for: a major commitment of U.S. combat forces to Vietnam. While turning
down what the chiefs wanted, Kennedy had nevertheless significantly
increased the American stake in Vietnam. Perhaps because he felt uncertain
about this momentous step, Kennedy built into it an opportunity to change
his mind. He issued NSAM-52, “Subject to amendments or revisions which
he may wish to make” at the following, May 19, meeting. This gave the
president and his advisors eight days to reconsider these decisions.

This provision for reassessment in NSAM-52 provokes the following
question: if the president felt that the weight of these decisions was so great
that a period of reexamination was called for, why limit it to just eight days?
After all, the stakes were high. In analyzing this question two facts clamor
for attention. First, all of Kennedy’s top advisors were present when
NSAM-52 was issued except one: Lyndon Johnson. Not only was he absent,
but the mission that he was carrying out at that very moment in Saigon
might also affect any amendments or revisions the president might wish to
make. This introduces another question: why close off the review period on
the 19th, four days before the vice president’s scheduled return? The only
reasonable conclusion one can draw is that President Kennedy purposely
planned the timing of NSAM-52 and its scheduled review to exclude the
vice president.

Second, if excluding Lyndon Johnson was deliberate, the dropping of
item c from the military measures Kennedy approved that day takes on
added significance. Kennedy had no quarrel with a Defense Department
study that was included in that item. On the contrary, studies were
becoming a favorite stalling tactic of his. In this instance, he directed that
Defense make a “full examination” of the size and kind of forces necessary
“in the case of a possible commitment of U.S. forces to Vietnam.”259 What
Kennedy found most objectionable in the wording of item c was its
provision that a commitment might result from an NSC decision following
the LBJ-Diem talks. It was this language that Kennedy deftly excised.



Did Kennedy know what Johnson was up to in Vietnam? It is
impossible to say, but by ensuring that Johnson and whatever arrangements
he might make with Diem would play no role in NSAM-52, Kennedy
effectively countered, by accident or design, the plan that was unfolding
simultaneously in Saigon to strike a deal with Diem for the introduction of
U.S. combat troops. The task force report’s provision for two U.S. “battle
groups” (16,000 troops) to form two “divisional training areas,” and the
formula worked out with Diem for their deployment, would not come to
pass. Four hundred U.S. Special Forces troops for training Vietnamese
Special Forces was as far as Kennedy was prepared to go.

Late News from Saigon
An official communique released at the end of Johnson’s trip signaled
Diem’s agreement to the proposals in the Kennedy letter that Johnson had
delivered. This cleared the way for implementing some of the specific
provisions of NSAM-52. The first contingent of thirty U.S. Special Forces
personnel, flown from Fort Bragg,260 along with new Army Security
Agency (intelligence) units and many other U.S. military personnel (none
of them combat troops), were already waiting at Clark Air Base in the
Philippines for the green light to proceed to Vietnam. Secretary of State
Rusk gave it the day after Johnson left Saigon. On May 14, while preparing
for the opening of the Laos Conference in Geneva, Rusk cabled Nolting that
the “units described en route now at Clark Base” should “proceed as
expeditiously as possible,” adding only that he wanted to avoid the arrival
of several aircraft at once so that the “movement not appear flagrant or
ostentatious.”261

The combat troops issue was not closed as long as the review period
for NSAM-52 was in effect; and whatever Kennedy’s reasons were for
initiating it—and Kennedy kept his reasons to himself—the Joint Chiefs
looked upon the review as an opportunity to again make their case for the
introduction of U.S. combat troops into Vietnam. Meanwhile, Bowles and
others at the State Department opposed to the idea of combat troops still
had no inkling of what Johnson and Diem had discussed in Saigon, and
could only guess what the Pentagon position might be at the review.



With only a week to go, time was short. In an effort to find out what
Defense had in mind, State’s Sterling Cottrell, who now chaired the
Vietnam Task Force, asked its members to submit to the May 17 meeting
any views they intended to express at the review.262 When the time came,
however, the Defense representative was silent on the Pentagon’s plans
while the State Department representative gave away State’s position by
attacking the provision of NSAM-52 that would serve as a diplomatic basis
for a U.S. troop commitment to Vietnam.263 This, of course, put State at a
disadvantage.

Understandably, as the May 19 review approached, there was a great
demand for information about what had taken place in Saigon. The missing
piece of the puzzle from State’s point of view was a specific account of the
discussion among, Johnson, Diem, and McGarr about combat troops.
Finally, in Saigon Nolting responded to the wave of cables from the State
Department requesting information.264 At first he claimed that, since the
requests had arrived late or were garbled in transmission, he was not in a
position to “make any extensive substantive comments prior to the May 19
NSC meeting.” To State’s relief, on the day before the review, he did
provide a fuller account of the Johnson-Diem meeting on the night of May
12.265 From this cable the State Department at last learned about Diem’s
acceptance of the Lansdale-McGarr formula for U.S. combat troops in
Vietnam.266

In the meantime, McGarr and Lansdale, with Diem’s cooperation,
were moving quickly to exploit the opening created by the vice president’s
talks with Diem. They coordinated a plan to send South Vietnamese
Secretary of State Thuan to Washington with the second letter as soon as
possible. The idea was for Thuan to arrive with the combat troops request
before the vice president’s return, and for the Joint Chiefs to submit a
proposal for these U.S. forces at the same time. The degree to which Diem
worked with McGarr and excluded Ambassador Nolting is attested to by the
fact that Lansdale, in Washington, already knew about the proposed Thuan
trip on May 18, while Nolting, in Saigon, would not learn of it until the next
day.267

McGarr and Lansdale moved simultaneously to leave their opponents
no reaction time, both submitting proposals the day before the review. In
his, McGarr requested 16,000 U.S. combat troops be sent to Vietnam to



train South Vietnamese divisions, and if Diem would not accept this,
McGarr said he would settle for 10,000 men.268

McGarr’s request was timed perfectly to coincide with Lansdale’s
memo to Gilpatric and a JCS request to McNamara the same day. In his
memo to Gilpatric, Lansdale passed on the latest CINCPAC view: one U.S.
infantry division should be sent to the central highlands, “reinforced with
Army Aviation, Engineers, Artillery, etc.”269 Lansdale easily dispensed with
Diem’s initial negative response on combat troops with a quote from
Nolting, saying the ambassador himself had said Diem would welcome “as
many U.S. military personnel as needed for training and advising
Vietnamese forces.” Then Lansdale reported what he had heard from
McGarr in Saigon: that while Diem did not want U.S. combat forces to fight
in Vietnam, he would accept “U.S. combat forces as trainers for the
Vietnamese forces at any time.” For their part, the JCS restated their
recommendation of May 10 that U.S. combat troops should be sent to
Vietnam.270

This entire episode moved the authors of The Pentagon Papers to
conclude that Lansdale, McGarr, and the Joint Chiefs “were primarily
interested in getting U.S. combat units into Vietnam, with the training
mission as a possible device for getting Diem to accept them.”271 This
conclusion appears justified by the facts. Moreover, Lansdale and McGarr
had tactically outmaneuvered their opponents at State by engineering
Diem’s approval of a formula for introducing troops during the Johnson-
Diem discussion while the ambassador unwittingly looked on. But even
with Diem’s agreement, their larger strategy still depended on approval
from the White House. On May 19, their plans went up in smoke.

May 19—The Review
The record of the May 19 review of NSAM-52 is still classified. The only
reference to the exact contents of NSC Action No. 2428, which resulted
from it, is a footnote in the Department of State’s history: “At its meeting
on May 19, the National Security Council noted that National Security
Action Memorandum No. 52 required no revision.”272 We do know that a
draft record of the meeting’s actions, which is still classified, was circulated
to the participants for comments on May 22.273 We know also that Kennedy



must have approved the final “Presidential Program for Vietnam,” which
was disseminated the day after the meeting.

Without access to the minutes, we can only guess how the discussion
progressed. However, since Kennedy did not authorize any revision of
NSAM-52, we can reasonably surmise that the Pentagon proposal for
combat troops was either blocked from the agenda or dealt with and
disapproved. Either way, this was a resounding defeat for the chiefs.
Moreover, the final Presidential Program sent by cable to Saigon the next
day dropped any reference to the Pentagon study about sending combat
troops.274 Only the paragraph providing that the State Department look at
the diplomatic setting for such a troop deployment remained. Otherwise,
there were no other changes in the NSAM-52 version of the final Task
Force report that now became the Presidential Program for Vietnam.

It is very likely that the idea of a new bilateral military arrangement
was discussed and shot down. Bowles, acting for Rusk, evidently carried
through on State’s threat to show Kennedy a cable preempting the start of
any negotiations. There is no doubt that the treaty idea was defeated, either
during the meeting or shortly afterward. Bowles immediately sent Nolting a
terse two-line cable saying, “Negotiations authorized for a new bilateral
arrangement with [South Vietnam] should not be initiated until further
notice.”275

Meanwhile, Johnson’s two letters scheme also ran aground in
Washington. Sometime late on the morning of the review, the State
Department received word from Nolting that Diem wanted to send Thuan to
Washington with a second letter.276 The contents of Nolting’s cable suggest
the ambassador had finally caught on and wanted to disrupt the scheme.
Even though he had been present when Johnson specifically asked that the
second letter arrive in Washington before his own return, Nolting now
suggested that Thuan’s trip take place in mid-June. Since Nolting knew
Johnson would return on May 24, he also knew that a mid-June Thuan trip
would ruin the vice president’s plan.

Chester Bowles had already heard—from Nolting on May 17—the
story of the LBJ-Diem-McGarr discussion, and this new cable from the
ambassador now made it possible for Bowles to see what McGarr and Diem
were up to. Opposition was marshaled, and sometime on the day of the
NSC meeting the idea of a quick Thuan visit was defeated, and with it any
chance for the second Diem letter to arrive before the vice president’s



return. The next morning Bowles cabled Washington’s go ahead to
Nolting’s proposal, indicating June 12-16 as the best window for Secretary
of State Thuan to call on Kennedy and Johnson.277 A careful scrutiny of
Bowles’ cable suggests he probably tipped off the White House that the
second Diem letter would contain the shopping list Johnson had invited
Diem to send. As a result, Diem’s emissary, Thuan, was going to get a cold
reception in Washington. Bowles said he had a “tentative” yes for a
personal call on Kennedy by Thuan during his stay, but told Nolting not to
let Thuan know because the president could not be committed in advance.

In advance of what? The reluctance to confirm these arrangements
was surely due to the controversy surrounding the Johnson-Diem discussion
and the resulting uncertainty about the contents of the letter Thuan would
be bringing from Diem. Everyone wanted to know—before Thuan arrived
—what would be in that letter. Bowles asked Nolting to get a copy and send
it to State to permit “prior staffing” and “better handling” of Thuan. Nolting
failed in this mission, but as the implications of the Johnson-Diem deal
became clearer, State’s initial hesitancy about the Thuan visit hardened. On
May 23, State sent a blunt message for Thuan. Since Diem might expect
Thuan to come home with the “bacon,” the cable said, Nolting should make
it clear that Thuan would not “reap a harvest in Washington.”278

In an intriguing footnote to the May 19 review, the issue of an
authorization to study the question of combat troops immediately
resurfaced. It would appear that Bowles had played the crucial role in
engineering its deletion from the original Presidential Program cabled to
Saigon on May 20. The study was quickly reinstated in the program. On
May 23, Rusk, now back in the saddle at the State Department, sent Nolting
a terse cable, instructing him to insert a new paragraph in the program. It
read: “A full examination will be made of the size and composition of
forces which would be desirable in the case of possible commitment of U.S.
forces to Vietnam.”279

Rusk may have been pressured by the Pentagon but, if his remarks at
the April 29 brainstorming session are any guide, he was sympathetic to the
idea of intervention anyway. The authors of The Pentagon Papers,
however, read more into this on-again off-again sequence. They remark,
“We seem to be seeing here a pattern” where “someone or other is
frequently promoting the idea of sending U.S. combat units.” They point
out that this precise sequence will occur again in June and in November,



when the record seems to move toward a decision to send combat troops, or
a decision in principle, so long as Diem can be persuaded to accept them.
They state:

But no decision is ever reached. The record never shows the
president himself as the controlling figure. In June, there does
not seem to be any record of what happened, at least in the files
available to this study. In May, and, as we will see, in November,
the president conveniently receives a revised draft of the
recommendations which no longer requires him to commit
himself.280

If this analysis is correct, the implication is that Kennedy was just as clever
as Lansdale in reading his opponents and just as slippery in countering their
moves, sometimes before they were even made.

The early period of Kennedy’s administration, which was marked by a
certain impulsive innocence about his decisions and character judgments,
was over. The president was finally catching on to the agendas of his
subordinates and, where they conflicted with his own, he now seemed able
to neutralize them. At least as far as Vietnam policy is concerned, it appears
that Kennedy was taking charge. That this was the case became apparent to
the vice president before he returned to Washington.

The Bermuda Triangle
At the end of his trip, Johnson spent three difficult days in Bermuda writing
his report. He attempted to triangulate his views with those of the president
and the Joint Chiefs—and these were choppy waters to navigate in. Colonel
Burris recalls there was “a lot of backing and filling and changing
directions totally” during the Bermuda layover. “The recommendation that
was going to the press was … do not get bogged down, Mr. President, in a
land war in Southeast Asia.”281 But was this not inconsistent with LBJ’s
asking Diem if he wanted combat troops? The answer, of course, is yes. The
explanation for this inconsistency lies in the dilemma that had developed
for Johnson prior to his return.



Johnson’s principal quandary was this: the formula worked out with
Diem for the insertion of combat troops had been completely superseded by
events in Washington while he was away. Both NSAM-52, and the review
Kennedy conducted of it, had dashed, for the time being, any hopes the
Joint Chiefs had for putting combat forces into Vietnam. This fact alone
made those three days in Bermuda trying. “It was confusing, just so much
back and forth,” Burris says, “Up and down, up and down, do we get in, do
we get out.”282 What made matters more difficult was the second letter
Johnson had asked Diem to write. The vice president himself had suggested
to Diem that he add the request for the 100,000-man additional increase in
the South Vietnamese Army to the shopping list. Would Diem also include
the other half of the quid pro quo—a request for U.S. combat troops to train
this new force?

This unanswered question had already led to State Department queries
about the content of the letters. “The thing was fuzzy, and Johnson didn’t
really want to get involved in Vietnam,” Burris claims, “but the Joint Chiefs
wanted Diem to say he wanted us in.” Johnson’s personal views will be
returned to shortly, but the point here is that, because the situation was
awkward, Diem, too, was stalling. Johnson had hoped Diem would make
the first move, but Diem was now waiting to see what Johnson would do,
adding another concern to his predicament.283 There were so many
pressures on the vice president. What would be in Diem’s letter? And,
finally, what would the president say? Johnson had little time to decide
what to do—and, most importantly, how to get himself off the hook on the
issue of combat troops.

In crafting his report, Johnson also had to contend with submissions
from his least favorite people—State Department types. Understandably,
this produced some contradictory and inconsistent passages among the
different parts of his report. In the end, however, Johnson chose to distance
himself from the combat troops idea while simultaneously advocating a
commitment that might well require them to be sent in the future. Diem had
said no when Johnson first raised the subject of combat troops. So Johnson
decided to report only that part of the discussion while hiding the more
important fact that Diem had agreed—in his very next sentence—to U.S.
combat troops using McGarr’s training formula.

Three separate documents relating to Johnson’s written report have
survived, but only one is clearly dominated by the tone, style, colloquial



expressions, and analogies suggestive of Lyndon Johnson.284 It is most
useful to discuss the contents of that version in the order that Johnson
arranged it. His trips had been “illuminating far beyond my expectations,”
Johnson began, but he added that he only wanted to offer “perspective”
instead of proposing details for U.S. policy. He wasted no words in going
straight to the “recent developments”—meaning Kennedy’s decision to
pursue a neutral solution through negotiation—in Laos, which had created,
he said, a “deep and long lasting impact” of doubt and concern over U.S.
intentions among all of the leaders he had visited. No amount of success at
Geneva would ever erase this, he said, and these leaders did not want their
fate negotiated by other countries. They would accept the U.S. making “the
best of a bad bargain” on Laos, but, Johnson said: “Their charity extends no
further.”

Johnson cautioned that although his mission had arrested the decline
of Asian confidence in America, it had not restored “any confidence already
lost.” Asian leaders made it clear that American deeds had to follow words
—and soon. “We didn’t buy time,” Johnson said, “we were given it.”
Johnson was clearly painting the problem in Southeast Asia as an American
failure. “If these men I saw at your request were bankers,” Johnson said,
making the matter more personal, “I would know—without even bothering
to ask—that there would be no further extension on my note.” Since
American money was being extended to Asian countries, not the reverse, it
is worth examining what Johnson was driving at with this catchy analogy.
He was telling Kennedy that he was responsible for the collapse in
Southeast Asia, and that the leaders there would not forgive any more
mistakes. It was a harsh pronouncement, if not an implied condemnation,
and one can only wonder what Kennedy thought as he read it.

Turning to his own actions with Diem, Johnson said he had made no
commitments “beyond those authorized in your letters.” This was not true
on financing for the increase in Diem’s army, as Kennedy would soon find
out. However, Johnson’s comment most likely referred to U.S. combat
troops, as this was the only major issue that lay outside Kennedy’s letter.
With respect to his personal thoughts, Johnson said the trip had “sharpened
and deepened” the convictions he had taken to Asia with him. Then he
presented his first and most basic conclusion in this startling
pronouncement:



The battle against communism must be joined in Southeast Asia
with strength and determination to achieve success there—or the
United States, inevitably, must surrender the Pacific and take up
our defenses on our own shores.

These were exceedingly strong words, and probably reflected Johnson’s
honest belief. Is it possible that he already understood the argument
between the competing concepts of forward presence and disengagement
that would dominate the beginning of the next decade? Or was he
expressing the mindset of a man who, like many of his contemporaries, was
shaped by the events that flowed from Munich, where appeasement led to
the prolonged and bloody Second World War? Whatever his underlying
thoughts, Johnson told Kennedy that the struggle did not have to be lost.
British and French indecisiveness left no alternative to United States
leadership in Southeast Asia, he declared. In Vietnam, Diem was the key.
“The country can be saved,” he said, but added, “We must decide whether
to support Diem—or let Vietnam fall.”

Johnson then finessed the ticklish problem of U.S. combat troops by
saying this might have to be faced at “some point.” Asian leaders do not
want them “at this time,” he said, “other than on training missions.” Combat
troops were not required or desirable, but this did not mean an open
communist attack would not bring calls for them. Johnson then cleverly
avoided a definitive statement on troops by framing the question as a choice
between U.S. support and complete disengagement. For the present, he
argued, the time had arrived for “the basic decision,” whether to help these
countries or “throw in the towel and pull back our defenses to San
Francisco and a ‘Fortress of America’ concept.” But this decision, he told
Kennedy, “must be made with the full knowledge that at some point we
may be faced with the further decision of whether we commit major United
States forces to the area or cut our losses and withdraw.” The U.S. would
have to remain the master of this decision, Johnson said, and he
recommended a “clear-cut and strong program of action.”

In an attachment to his report, Johnson spelled out the price of failing
to follow through: “The failure to act vigorously to stop the killing now in
Vietnam may well be paid for later with the lives of Americans all over
Asia.”285 Again, these were strong words. They made clear the formula
Johnson was proposing: no combat troops now, but an unequivocal



commitment that might mean sending them in the future. Stronger and
quicker U.S. action now, he said, would result in fewer American deaths in
the end.

From this statement it seems clear that Johnson would support sending
combat troops at some point in the future if necessary, but there remains the
question of Burris’ claim that his boss was opposed to getting tied down in
Vietnam. In that regard, Burris’ own recollections are enlightening. “My
feelings are that when Johnson said let’s not get bogged down in that land
war … I don’t think he had a really deep perception and comprehension of
what the whole scene was about.”286 This observation may be close to the
truth. If so, it tells us a great deal about Johnson’s views at this early stage
of the war. They were rooted in the superficial politics of Washington, not
in the underlying realities of the situation in Vietnam. Johnson had
supported the chiefs on intervention in Laos, and that initiative had been
soundly squashed by Kennedy. In putting forward his Vietnam report,
Johnson was now trying to please the chiefs without alienating Kennedy,
and without tying the albatross of intervention around his own neck.

As might be expected, the final product of LBJ’s efforts in Bermuda
was an amalgamation of inputs from the State Department, passages to
placate the advocates of intervention, and strands of his own, perhaps,
superficial thinking. Despite its multifaceted nature and all the strong
words, its recommendations did not step over the line: no combat troops
were needed for now. By the time Johnson delivered the final version of his
lengthy written report to Kennedy on May 24, it had already been “cleared
and approved by the White House itself.”287

This confusing collage of ideas and recommendations would be
unacceptable to the hawks in Congress and Johnson knew that when he
delivered his report to them. His ties to Congress were anchored in years of
personal experience and associations. So testifying before these men must
have been particularly painful for him. Just four weeks earlier in front of
sixteen of their members, he had advocated sending U.S. combat troops into
Laos. Now the message he was delivering seemed to be on a different track:
no U.S. troops were necessary in Vietnam.

LBJ was confronted with some ardent interventionists, among them,
Senator Thomas Dodd, who had lobbied Johnson during his trip. The
morning he left Saigon, Johnson received a cable from Dodd complaining
that American standing was “at an all-time low in Asia” because of the Bay



of Pigs fiasco.288 The Asian people questioned American determination and
willingness to stand by their friends, he said, and, because of American
inaction now, believed Chinese propaganda that America was a paper tiger.
Dodd appealed to Johnson:

We must restore their faith in us, in our intentions, in our
integrity, our loyalty to our friends, we must not write Laos off
and need not do so. Passive surrender of Laos after all our brave
talk will imperil Vietnam and Cambodia and will result in
eventual collapse of SEATO. I earnestly and deeply believe
America is in [its] most critical period in history. You and the
president can and must get the United States back on the right
road. You have a fateful and historic opportunity to do so.
Generations of free men will honor you for it. [Emphasis in
original]

This was strong medicine, designed to strike at the heart of Kennedy’s
failure to achieve a truly neutral Laos, and an implied warning to Johnson
that he was viewed as being on the same “wrong road” as Kennedy.

What Dodd and his colleagues thought of the vice president mattered a
great deal to him, and he had planned for his trip to be a catalyst in winning
congressional support for the war effort in Vietnam. Nolting’s cables
disclose that Johnson “repeatedly stressed” to Diem the “necessity of
having adequate evidence to convince Congress it should vote additional
aid funds” to Vietnam.289 These cables also suggest that Johnson gave
Diem the impression that aid over and above that promised in Kennedy’s
letter would be forthcoming if he had sufficient evidence to place before the
U.S. Congress.290 When Johnson testified before that body, however, he
had no such evidence for them, and no bold new program to announce.

The record of Johnson’s testimony reveals that the experience was an
ordeal for him. During his May 25 questioning before the Senate Foreign
Relations Committee, Johnson said he was very “depressed” about Laos
and that nothing would come out of the conference in Geneva. The
Russians, he said, “are going to bust it up, and I think that the communists
will practically have it.”291 Senator Dodd chimed in that a drama “which
may toll the death knell” for the U.S. and Western civilization was



unfolding in Southeast Asia, and said if a “truly free” Laos without the
communists did not come from the conference in Geneva, the U.S. should
commit its prestige and resources “to achieve an independent Laos by force
of arms.”

Congressman Paul Findley said Johnson’s statement that U.S. combat
troops were not needed at the time was an “invitation to trouble.”292 Findley
advocated publicly offering combat troops to Vietnam because they would
be the most effective deterrent against aggression. War might be avoided if
the U.S. committed combat troops before communist action, he argued,
whereas committing them “midstream” might trigger a larger war. Vietnam
would be another Laos, he predicted, adding, “We will be forced to send
combat forces to a war already in progress, or once more be identified with
failure.”

Johnson must have been relieved when this trial was over. If it taught
him nothing else, it was a clear indication of what the administration was up
against in resisting the calls for intervention. He had his own aspirations for
the White House, and getting out of the limelight was the most prudent
thing to do. Johnson went underground at this point, and played no further
public role in Vietnam policy until he became president. Like Lansdale, he
was content, for the time being, to watch from the sidelines. That was a
good place to be when the second letter from Diem arrived in Kennedy’s
office.

Kennedy Reacts to Diem’s Second Letter
Disappointed by the outcome of Johnson’s report, Diem did his best to
preserve the situation. He modified the second letter, and then misled
Nolting about its contents in order to forestall an attack from State prior to
the letter’s arrival. He had kept Nolting completely in the dark by
withholding the clarification on the issue of U.S. combat troops, and
continued to do so until he was certain of the outcome of Johnson’s return
to Washington.293 At that point, Diem apparently altered strategy, deciding
to include in the letter the request for U.S. troops but to call them “selected
elements” of the Armed Forces. Diem then proceeded to give Nolting,
through Thuan, his long-awaited clarification, but did not tell him whether
or not it would be in the second letter.



In his May 27 cable summarizing this talk with Thuan, Nolting
relayed Diem’s clarification: a “U.S. combat brigade as trainers” was not
desirable “at the present time.”294 Instead, Diem proposed two separate
increases to American forces: 1,000 more personnel for the MAAG, and
“U.S. military personnel in civilian clothes” to train Vietnam’s Self Defense
Corps.295 When Nolting pressed for details about the letter, Thuan said “it
had not yet taken final shape” and, regarding its contents, mentioned only
the request for an additional 100,000-man increase in Diem’s army. Thuan
had chosen his words carefully, and in a manner that deceived Nolting. The
ambassador could now only assume that if the letter would have any request
for U.S. troops at all, it would be for trainers in plain clothes for the Self
Defense Corps. The whole plain clothes idea was a ruse, and nothing like it
would appear in the letter Kennedy would read three weeks later. In that
letter Diem, with a semantic sleight of hand, would ask for U.S. forces
using the Lansdale-McGarr formula.

The fact that General McGarr, and not Ambassador Nolting, knew
what was in Diem’s letter showed how little control Nolting had over the
situation in Saigon. Kennedy decided it was high time to make clear who
was in charge of the diplomatic mission. While there may have been
instances in other countries of infighting and of the military going behind
the ambassador’s back, there is no question that the situation was out of
control in Saigon. On May 29, Kennedy sent out what amounted to a
manifesto to all U. S. embassies around the world, leaving no doubt that the
ambassador was “in charge” of the entire mission. He stated further:

The Mission includes not only the personnel of the Department
of State and the Foreign Service, but also the representatives of
all other United States agencies which have programs or
activities in [specified country.]296

Kennedy sent copies to all of the departments of the government in
Washington as well. His message was duly noted in Saigon. McGarr, too,
took up residence on the sidelines, and the intrigues disappeared there—for
the time being.

There was still the awkward situation of the second Diem letter. On
June 7, the State Department predicted for Kennedy, as best it could, what



would be on Diem’s shopping list. Kennedy was told the letter might
request a 100,000-man increase in the South Vietnamese Army, and was
advised to tell Thuan this should be decided after a new Special Financial
Group traveled to Vietnam to study the situation.297 Kennedy ignored this
advice. When Thuan arrived in the Oval Office on June 14, he found the
president in an unfriendly mood, and irritated with the letter from Diem.
There would be—as State had already signaled—no harvest to reap in
Washington.

The requests in this second letter298 far exceeded anything envisioned
in previous American aid programs such as the CIP or the new Presidential
Program approved in May. After reading Diem’s request for the new
100,000-man increase and $175 million to pay for it, Kennedy said that
South Vietnam could pay for it themselves. When Thuan responded that
they could not, Kennedy told him to go see Senator Everett Dirksen and
Senator Bourke Hickenlooper, who might be useful “in the extremely
difficult struggle” to obtain the funds requested by Diem.299 Kennedy
underscored his point by ordering that Diem’s letter be immediately given
to McNamara, who was testifying before the Senate that day, remarking
dryly that this would help the Senate better understand the “magnitude” of
what was involved in helping Vietnam. Kennedy did agree that more
Americans should be added to the MAAG to train Vietnamese troops, but
he added that this MAAG increase “should be done quietly without publicly
indicating that we did not intend to abide by the Geneva Accords.”300 This
instruction was part of what would become an emerging pattern:
downplaying and even hiding the administration’s increasing commitment
to the conflict in Vietnam from the American public.

Like Lansdale’s Vietnam report, Diem’s letter tied the new request for
a 100,000-man increase in South Vietnam’s army, and the U.S. forces for
training them, to the threat from Laos.301 Diem said his generals wanted 16
divisions, but that “our present needs as worked out with General McGarr”
called for 15 divisions. Such an increase, Diem said, would require a “great
intensification” of the training program and “considerable expansion” of the
MAAG. Then came the crucial sentence on the new U.S. forces for this
expansion:



Such an expansion, in the form of selected elements of the
American Armed Forces to establish training centers for the
Vietnamese Armed Forces, would serve the dual purpose of
providing an expression of the United States’ determination to
halt the tide of communist aggression and of preparing our force
in the minimum of time. [Emphasis added]

The words “combat” and “troops” were not in the sentence, but “elements”
were units or portions of them nonetheless, and the units would have to be
infantry.

The authors of The Pentagon Papers rightly point out the striking
similarity between this sentence in Diem’s letter and the language in both
Lansdale’s Laos Annex to the Vietnam Task Force report and McGarr’s
expanded version of it.302 They point out, that, in Diem’s explicit statement,
he used McGarr’s advice when drafting the proposals. The authors also
argue that what Diem “agreed to put in this request” sounded like what
McGarr wanted”—a concession in return for the 100,000-man increase he
was asking for. This analysis is correct.303 Moreover, by the time Thuan
arrived with the idea, it was no more than an irritating reminder of LBJ’s
caper in Saigon. Kennedy and Thuan did not even bother to discuss it.

The entire saga of the second Diem letter—written at the vice
president’s request—only added to the fallout from Johnson’s trip and
further damaged the poor relationship between Kennedy and Johnson. The
local currency cost of completing the 20,000-man increase was a sore point
too. Thuan had told Rusk in their March meeting in Bangkok that Vietnam
would have no problem financing these costs in 1961, but Diem had
suspended recruiting after the Johnson trip in May.304 The day after the
Kennedy-Thuan talks, Robert Johnson was still complaining about it to
Rostow:

The vice president, during his visit to Vietnam, committed the
U.S. to provision of the end items for a 20,000 man increase in
the armed forces without getting a [South Vietnamese
government] commitment as to local financing. … They have
now refused to undertake recruiting until financing arrangements
are worked out.305



The feeling was that the vice president’s trip had given Diem the impression
that Washington was so worried about the war that he could successfully
apply pressure to the U.S. President Kennedy used his talk with Thuan to
disabuse Diem of this notion.

That same evening on board the Sequoia, Thuan and Vice President
Johnson had a private dinner that included Walt Rostow.306 If the subject of
combat troops came up that night, it is likely that LBJ and Thuan agreed to
drop the entire matter. The final McGarr study upon which Diem’s letter
was based was given a quiet burial. The only surviving copy, not
surprisingly, is among the papers of Vice President Johnson.307 He did not
produce it at the time, and for good reason. Its very title was embarrassing,
“MAAG Response to Vice President Johnson’s Request for a Statement of
the Requirements to Save Vietnam from Communist Aggression,” and
would have been another reminder of Johnson’s Vietnam end run.

Enter: Maxwell D. Taylor
Kennedy’s patience with the JCS had already worn thin, and his May 29
manifesto—the proclamation sent to all embassies—underlining the
authority of his ambassadors, had already severely clipped McGarr’s wings
in Saigon. The scheme engineered by McGarr, Lansdale, and the JCS,
brokered by Johnson, and acquiesced in by Diem was the last straw. In
Kennedy’s eyes, everyone in the executive branch who had influenced
Southeast Asia policy was suspect. They had let him down. He now turned
to someone outside the policy apparatus, someone he thought he could
trust: General Maxwell D. Taylor. Taylor recollects:

My active involvement in Vietnam matters began about mid-June
[1961] while I was still working on the Cuba report. I would fix
the specific moment as a chance encounter with the president
outside the door of his White House office. He was holding in his
hands President Diem’s letter of June 9 which he passed to me
and asked how he should answer it. My effort to provide him an
answer was the beginning of an involvement in the Vietnam
problem to which I was to commit a large part of my life during
the next eight years.308



Taylor, along with Rostow, would dominate Vietnam policy for the next
five months. Taylor’s reign, culminating with a trip to Vietnam in late
October, would, as it turned out, only add fuel to the momentum, already
strong among Kennedy’s advisors, for intervention in Vietnam. The same
would be true of his Cuba report.

Although few people recognized it then or afterward, Taylor’s Cuba
report would have far-reaching and profound effects on Vietnam policy.309

As a result of that report, on June 28 Kennedy approved three NSAMs,
numbers 55, 56, and 57, which Taylor played a major role in crafting. Taken
together, these three documents reaffirmed Kennedy’s desire to get moving
with the development of counterinsurgency and paramilitary capability and,
at the same time, to reorganize agency and departmental responsibilities
using the lessons learned from the defeat in Cuba.

The first of the three, NSAM-55,310 had the distinction of Kennedy’s
personal signature—most NSAMs were signed by his National Security
Advisor, McGeorge Bundy—and the additional unique feature of being
addressed only to the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General
Lemnitzer. Kennedy was angry with Lemnitzer for being poorly informed
about the military dimensions of the Cuban operation and, by the time he
signed NSAM-55, Kennedy was certain this same weakness had marked
Lemnitzer’s proposals for the invasion of Laos. Entitled “Relations of the
Joint Chiefs of Staff to the President in Cold War Operations,” NSAM-55
reflected Kennedy’s dour frame of mind. There is no way to describe this
NSAM other than an incensed presidential finger-wagging lecture to
Lemnitzer.

Kennedy began with a general scolding about giving advice and
responding to requests, and added that he expected the chiefs’ advice “to
come to me direct and unfiltered.” Most of the rest of this NSAM was a
didactic sermon on how the chiefs should present their views in government
councils, when to do so, how to do their homework in order to speak with
unity, how to broaden themselves to “be more than military men,” and so
on. The crux of NSAM-55, however, was this: Kennedy charged the Joint
Chiefs with responsibility for “defense of the nation in the Cold War” and
“dynamic and imaginative leadership . . . of military and paramilitary
aspects of Cold War programs.” This mandate was big news, since cold war
paramilitary operations had been—up to this moment—the exclusive
fiefdom of the CIA. On this point NSAM-55 was more than a memo to



Lemnitzer, whom Kennedy would replace with Taylor the following year. It
was the opening shot in Kennedy’s campaign to curtail the CIA’s control
over covert paramilitary operations.

NSAM-56 and NSAM-57 flowed from the requirements generated by
NSAM-55. NSAM-56311 was addressed only to the Secretary of Defense,
and entitled “Evaluation of Paramilitary Requirements.” It called for an
inventory of paramilitary assets in the U.S. Armed Forces, a determination
of the requirements for indigenous paramilitary forces in various areas of
the world, and then set the goal— “a plan to meet the deficit”—in each
case. Within the Department of Defense, the task of compiling this
inventory was given to Lansdale. The result of his work was three papers,
issued in Deputy Secretary of Defense Gilpatric’s name, which were sent
directly to Taylor’s office in the White House.312

NSAM-57,313 addressed to State, Defense, and the CIA, was entitled
“Responsibility for Paramilitary Operations.” This NSAM was important
because it spelled out the ramifications and precise definitions lacking in
NSAM-55. NSAM-57 decreed that all paramilitary operations had to be
presented to the Strategic Resources Group, which would assign the
operation to the “the department or individual best qualified” to carry it out.
The Defense Department would normally run overt paramilitary operations.
Only paramilitary operations “wholly covert or disavowable” could be
assigned to the CIA, and then only if they were within the “normal
capabilities” of the agency. Anytime a covert paramilitary operation
required large numbers of people, equipment, or military experience
“peculiar to the Armed Services,” primary responsibility would rest in the
Defense Department, with the CIA in a supporting role.

The consequence of these presidential directives was the first
significant chink in the CIA’s covert armor since its creation. Walter Bedell
Smith, Eisenhower’s Under Secretary of State, in his remarks to the 13th
meeting of Taylor’s Paramilitary Study Group, described this change in
these worlds: “It’s time to take the bucket of slop and put another cover on
it.”314 What this sarcastic remark meant, of course, was that some of the
CIA’s larger covert operations should be transferred to the Defense
Department. Trying to keep American covert paramilitary actions in
Vietnam a secret would indeed be a “bucket of slop,” as the Defense
Department and the president would find out to their dismay. Among the
most important covert programs that would be affected by these decisions



was the activity of the U.S. Special Forces in Vietnam. At that time they
were under the operational control of the CIA, but in 1962, under the code
name Operation Switchback, control over these paramilitary forces would
be switched to the Defense Department.

In looking over the long-range implications of these three NSAMs,
one cannot help but wonder: Did Taylor know he would be replacing
Lemnitzer as Chairman of the JCS when he helped draft NSAM-55? Did he
know he was, in effect, writing his own ticket? At the very least, Taylor
knew that his role as the president’s special advisor on military and
intelligence matters would be enhanced by the transfer of some covert CIA
functions to the Joint Chiefs.
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Chapter 6

Consensus Builds For Intervention

The Staley Mission and NSAM-65
hat do I do about this?” Kennedy asked Taylor, handing him
Diem’s second letter and then strolling away.315 Taylor

recommended that Kennedy give Diem only an interim reply that would say
that while the 20,000-man increase was being implemented the U.S. would
study the implications of his request to expand his army beyond this level.
Taylor said Kennedy should then consider a pending JCS proposal to
further increase Diem’s army to 200,000 but withhold a decision on any
figure until the president received the Staley report.316

In mid-June Kennedy had sent a financial team, headed by Dr. Eugene
Staley, to Vietnam to help develop an economic plan.317 Unfortunately, the
deteriorating war and conflicting ideas about the optimum size of the South
Vietnamese Army had mired the Staley group in discussions on military
force levels instead of financial matters. After a month of study, the group
returned to Washington and recommended an emergency “Joint Action
Program” that included various financial, economic, and social actions.318

Its major recommendations concerned force levels, and offered the
president two alternatives. The first was an increase in Diem’s army to
200,000 men, based on the assumption that the existing level of insurgency
would continue. The second was an increase to 278,000 men, based on the
assumption of increased communist activity in South Vietnam and effective
communist control of Laos. Reaction in Washington to the Staley report
was cool. Vice President Johnson’s aide, Colonel Burris, reported on
August 1 that Staley put more emphasis on augmenting old programs than



on implementing them, and had been influenced to a “great degree” by
General McGarr, who “favored a massive military buildup.”319 On the same
day, Robert Johnson wrote to Rostow that the report showed how
disorganized Vietnam policy was and said Kennedy “ought to have more
adequate background” before responding to the Diem letter.320

The perception that the Staley mission was based on an inadequate
survey of the situation coincided with Taylor’s first major recommendation
to the president on Vietnam policy. In a July 27 memo to Kennedy, Taylor
had joined with Rostow in framing U.S. policy options in Southeast Asia in
this way: 1) disengage as gracefully as possible; 2) find a pretext and, using
U.S. force, attack Hanoi; or 3) build up indigenous strength to the extent
possible, while preparing to intervene with U.S. forces if “the situation gets
out of hand.”321 Only the third was feasible, and it required a fuller review
of the situation in Vietnam than that contained in the Staley report.

In a July 28 White House meeting, Kennedy accepted Staley’s
recommendations but would not commit any precise amounts of money.322

During the discussion, Rostow advised that any new money commitments
should be deferred until a new mission to Southeast Asia could determine
whether a solid foundation existed for additional U.S. aid, information, he
said, that was “not available in Washington.”323 Kennedy agreed with this
and Rostow suggested that Taylor head up a mission for that purpose. Since
Harriman’s negotiations at Geneva were at a delicate stage, Kennedy
thought it imprudent to send his military advisor to Laos, but he still wanted
someone “well known to him” to go and check on the situation personally.
The discussion then turned to a Taylor visit to Vietnam, but Taylor resisted
this suggestion on the grounds that he had too much “unfinished
homework” to do in Washington. He wanted to look at the problem first to
figure out what “facts need to be checked.” The discussion ended
inconclusively, with Kennedy asking for a list of questions that a mission to
Southeast Asia might answer, and adding that he hoped to have a
recommendation “soon” on who would lead such a mission.

There would be no quick decision, and the Staley recommendations
were settled, without another high-level visit, in two NSC meetings in early
August. In the first one, on August 4, Kennedy said he agreed with the
“basic tenets” of the report,324 and approved an increase in the South
Vietnamese Army to 200,000 men pending a further review of the situation
to be made on August 11. On that date, he issued NSAM-65, which stated



specifically that the U.S. would provide equipment and training assistance
for an increase in the South Vietnamese Army from 170,000 to 200,000.325

The NSAM also said that because this force level would probably not be
achieved until 1963, consideration of any further increase would have to
wait a year.

The Battlefield Situation
An upsurge in Viet Cong attacks, which became noticeable shortly after the
Johnson visit, continued to build into a countrywide offensive during the
summer and fall of 1961. On May 14, the day after Johnson left Saigon, the
Viet Cong launched a series of attacks in the Saigon-Dalat corridor, and on
May 23 they launched a major operation near the northern provincial capital
of Hue.326 The Viet Cong were demonstrating a new boldness in tactics and
a much larger force with which to carry them out.327 For example, a May
23 cable from Ambassador Nolting cited a successful Viet Cong attack in
Long An Province in which the Viet Cong attacked a Self Defense Corps
outpost and then ambushed the government airborne force sent in to relieve
the outpost.328 Nolting also reported frequent Viet Cong attacks only twenty
to forty kilometers northwest of Saigon on Route 1.

South Vietnam’s battlefield losses were fast canceling out the force
increase being carried out with the new American aid program, the CIP. The
May 1961 casualty statistics reported in the June 19 Vietnam Task Force
report showed total losses were 1.97 to 1 in favor of the South Vietnamese
government—but this was not a very encouraging picture.329 A State
Department cable at the end of June stated the monthly average of
government soldiers killed and wounded in action was 230 and 800,
respectively, for 1961.330 Thus, about 43 percent, or 430 men per month,331

of the 6,000 new recruits in 1961 were already battlefield losses! This same
cable put Viet Cong strength at 12,000, up significantly since the March
estimate of 9,000. This was even worse news. At a time when losses were
increasing on both sides due to the escalating war, the Viet Cong were not
only expanding, but doing so more rapidly, in absolute and relative terms,
than the government forces. The size of the Viet Cong was fast approaching
the point where the South Vietnamese Army would be unable to cope with
them.



During the Viet Cong offensive in Vietnam, the communists also
achieved a stunning victory along the major infiltration route—soon to be
called the Ho Chi Minh Trail—in Laos. The communist battle plan in Laos
was brilliant. It began under the cover of the Geneva negotiations, and
made excellent use of deception to confuse the Americans as to the true
objective until it was too late to react effectively. The warring factions in
Laos had held their first negotiations on May 11, and when these talks were
over enough had been accomplished to put a cease-fire into effect. This
cease-fire was the green light for the delegations to proceed in Geneva, and
proceed they did that very day. Beginning the next morning, however, and
continuing for the next six weeks, the communists seized control of the
terrain in southern Laos astride the South Vietnamese border and released a
flood of infiltrators that further tipped the balance on the battlefield there.

This campaign opened amidst minor cease-fire violations on both
sides, but in southern Laos the increasing pattern of attacks soon secured
the airfield at Tchepone, which sits in Laos a little south of the dividing line
between North and South Vietnam.332 These attacks into the southern
panhandle of Laos were reported by Thai sources on May 12 and 18, and
Vietnamese sources reported on May 18 that Soviet aircraft were actually
landing at the Tchepone airfield. By the level and type of activity that
followed, it was obvious the Soviet airlift into southern Laos included fresh
Viet Cong battalions and their supplies. On May 23, Vietnamese sources
reported aggressive reconnaissance and harassing attacks by Viet Cong and
Pathet Lao units along Route 9 west of Tchepone, and the next day Laotian
sources reported the arrival of two Pathet Lao battalions at Moung Phine,
fifteen miles southwest of Tchepone.

The Pathet Lao simultaneously attacked the U.S.-supported Meo
position at Padong near the Plain of Jars in north-central Laos. Here they
attacked with infantry supported by artillery, which grew in intensity as the
days went by. The Padong action was a deception to divert attention from
the initial push south from Route 9 in the southern zone. On June 6, with
the Pathet Lao on the verge of overrunning Padong, the American
representative, Averell Harriman, walked out of the Geneva talks in
protest.333 On June 11, after the communists backed off of Padong,
Harriman returned to the conference table, but on that same day the first of
two Viet Cong airdrops occurred quietly in the southern zone, the second
taking place on June 13. These actions were reported by both Vietnamese



and Laotian sources but there was little associated combat, and no
disruption of the Geneva talks.

The Americans were still preoccupied with events in the North, and
paid little attention when the communists attacked to the south from their
base in the Tchepone area, overrunning the junction of trails at Ban Xat on
June 13. The central-south zone was then quiet for over a month as the
communists resupplied and prepared for the final part of their plan there. In
the North the communists continued harassing attacks, sufficient to draw
attention, but maintained their overall activity at a level low enough to keep
the Americans at the table in Geneva. Suddenly, on July 21, major fighting
erupted in the central-south zone. Over the course of the following days, a
regimental-sized combined Viet Cong–Pathet Lao force conducted a well-
prepared offensive operation, clearing out the entire area surrounding
Tchepone, including the trails leading south toward Cambodia and east into
Vietnam.334

The creation of the “pocket at Tchepone”335 opened the door wider for
Viet Cong units to infiltrate into South Vietnam. During his June talks with
Kennedy, Thuan said 2,800 communist troops had entered Vietnam over the
previous four months.336 A July 12 CIA field report indicated that, in June
alone, 1,500 troops had infiltrated into South Vietnam.337 In other words,
while keeping American attention focused on northern Laos and the Geneva
talks, the communists had doubled their rate of infiltration into South
Vietnam. Now, in possession of the airstrip at Tchepone and the trail
network to the south and east, the communists could, at a time of their
choosing, accelerate infiltration even more. The same CIA report said a
covert source in Hanoi stated that 30,000 men, trained in China and the
Soviet Union, were “ready” to infiltrate via Laos. They were already in
position in Laos, having moved in gradually and avoided combat in order
not to draw undue attention to themselves.

The noncommunist forces operating in the central-south zone had seen
sporadic evidence of this buildup beginning in mid-May. A month later, the
cumulative statistics of these low-level sightings was staggering: between
May 12 and June 12 alone, the Viet Cong forces sighted in central and
southern Laos by South Vietnamese and Laotian patrols—not counting
Pathet Lao units—included one regiment, seven separate battalions, seven
separate companies, and two combined Viet Cong–Pathet Lao battalions.338

These reports—by themselves—indicated that approximately 15,000 Viet



Cong troops from North Vietnam were sitting in Laos astride the infiltration
routes leading into South Vietnam.

The Americans now got interested in a hurry. Concern in Washington
about what to do mounted over the summer and fall. A June 19 draft
memorandum by Vietnam Task Force Director Cottrell concluded that the
only realistic way of blocking the Viet Cong advance through Laos to
Vietnam was for Vietnamese and Thai troops to join a Laotian Army effort
in southern Laos, backed, if needed, by U.S. forces for “hit and run
operations.”339 Cottrell stated that political power alone was no longer
sufficient, and warned that unless the U.S. decided then and there to do
what “may be necessary” to hold the line against a communist takeover,
then “millions of dollars and untold past effort” would go down the drain as
this rich rice region was added to the “Sino-Soviet bloc empire.” Rostow’s
assistant, Robert Johnson, reported his surprise at the “apparent unanimity
of view that, unless we undertake military action in Laos, it would be
virtually impossible to deal effectively with the situation in Vietnam.”340

Johnson said the Cottrell proposals “raise very directly the question of U.S.
intervention in Laos,” and added, “I wonder whether it isn’t about time to
have the NSC and the president review the Laos situation?”

On June 20, Rostow authored a memo to Kennedy arguing the
necessity of examining “more explicitly the military and political links
between the Laos and Vietnam problems.”341 Rostow said SEATO Plan 5
was no longer the best solution, and recommended a limited intervention in
the Laotian panhandle and air strikes against North Vietnam. The next day
Rostow wrote another memo to Kennedy warning that the Viet Cong were
planning a big push after the Laos conference, regardless of the outcome in
Geneva, and that “very substantial Soviet supplies have been moved into
Hanoi, not for use in Laos but against Vietnam.”342 The coming Vietnam
crisis, Rostow predicted, would likely peak at the same time as the Berlin
crisis, and he counseled military planning to account for both. More visible
to the American public than Vientiane or Saigon, Berlin was a symbol of
Western freedom—an island surrounded in a communist sea. It was also far
more likely to touch off a direct U.S.-Soviet conflict.

After Khrushchev insinuated privately to Kennedy, during their June
summit, that the West should get out of Berlin, the Soviet leader had made
uncompromising public statements and escalated the issue. That U.S.
officials anticipated the worst was still to come is clear from the heavy



emphasis on military preparations in a proposal Dean Acheson (former
Secretary of State and now an occasional advisor to Kennedy) sent to the
president on July 5. At a key meeting on July 8 at Hyannis Port, Kennedy
expressed dissatisfaction with such a purely military approach and with
how the problem was being handled by his advisors.343 He told Acheson to
work on a “political program”; Rusk to produce a negotiating prospectus;
and McNamara to come up with a tough military plan that would “provide
the communists time for second thoughts and negotiation before everything
billowed up in nuclear war.” As the situation deteriorated in Southeast Asia
in July and August and the Viet Cong prepared for a fall offensive, the crisis
in Berlin mushroomed, keeping the focus of Kennedy’s attention riveted
there.

The case was still building for intervention in Southeast Asia,
however, and Rostow’s call for parallel planning on Berlin and Southeast
Asia was in fact an attempt to prevent the administration from turning a
blind eye toward Laos and Vietnam. He and others, like State’s U. Alexis
Johnson, made sure this did not happen. In a July 8 memo to Rostow,
Johnson agreed that SEATO Plan 5 would not protect the Laos-Vietnam
border.344 He suggested the JCS examine a panhandle operation, and added
that General Taylor was working on this same idea. Johnson said a U.S.-
backed panhandle operation followed by the threat of action against North
Vietnam should logically follow an expansion of the covert U.S. training
program in Laos. Meanwhile, a Special National Intelligence Estimate
(SNIE) published on July 5 assessed the consequences of a combined South
Vietnamese—Thailand—Royal Laotian government pan-handle action
involving U.S. troops. One of the estimate’s principal conclusions was that
such an operation would not make the communists more reasonable at the
conference table in Geneva.345 Thus, the intelligence community deprived
the Rostow plan of an important supporting argument, namely that strong
military action would bring concessions at Geneva. Furthermore, the
estimate’s conclusions implied that any military action to create a de facto
partition of Laos would have to be justified on the grounds of protecting
Vietnam despite any potential damage to the Geneva talks that might ensue.

NSAM-80: End of the Rostow Plan



Unperturbed by the July SNIE, Rostow lobbied hard for U.S. intervention
in Laos. On July 10, he sent U. Alexis Johnson a memo using the precise
argument the SNIE had refuted, saying, “I assume we agree that without the
other side becoming persuaded we mean business in Southeast Asia, there
is unlikely to be a Laos settlement acceptable to us.”346 Rostow discussed
his plan with Rusk on July 12, and followed this up with a memo to him on
July 13.347 He told Rusk that SEATO Plan 5 was not an adequate deterrent,
and proposed that, if the U.S. did not get help from the U.N., direct
unilateral action against North Vietnam was in order. On July 14, Rostow
wrote to Kennedy that the twin threats in Berlin and Southeast Asia
suggested the desirability of modifying the state of emergency
arrangements in effect since World War II, in order to provide a legal basis
for stronger defense and other preparations.348 Taylor, Rostow told
Kennedy, had “approved” this memo. On July 18, Rostow met with Taylor
and U. Alexis Johnson, during which they discussed the need for clearing
out the Tchepone pocket.349 The idea of “using evidence of North
Vietnamese aggression as a foundation for more aggressive limited military
action against North Vietnam” was also discussed, a foreshadowing of what
was to happen after the Gulf of Tonkin incident in August 1964.

U. Alexis Johnson briefed the “new military alternative” to Kennedy
at a July 28 White House meeting.350 Part one of this plan, said Johnson,
was “the capture of southern Laos.” The second part, he continued, was “a
direct air and naval operation against Haiphong or Hanoi” should North
Vietnam intervene in any substantial way. Kennedy was not impressed. His
questions exposed the fact that the details of such plans had not been
thought through, that there was no “careful” way to take southern Laos, and
that it was unclear if action against Hanoi would have the desired effect or
even how easy it would be to hold what had been taken. Kennedy reminded
those present that “earlier” military plans with respect to Laos were based
on optimistic estimates “invariably proven false in the event.” Kennedy said
he was “not persuaded” that the airfields and situation in Southern Laos
would allow “any real operation” to save that area, and emphasized that the
American people and “many distinguished military leaders” were reluctant
to see U.S. troops get involved in that part of the world.

That the gap between the president and his advisors—the military now
joined by the civilians—over intervention, which had opened earlier in the
year, was steadily increasing, is evident from the rest of this discussion. The



advocates of intervention protested that it was somehow different this time,
argued that no decision was being sought now, and pleaded for only an
understanding that “the president would at some future time have a
willingness to decide to intervene if the situation seemed to him to require
it.” In response to this awkward and hypothetical proposition, the president
“made it very plain that he himself is at present very reluctant to go into
Laos.” His advisors, on the other hand, were very eager to go in. This
schism grew into a gulf, with each side just as determined as the other, and
equally confident in the soundness of its views.

In an August 1 memo to Kennedy, Rostow and Taylor joined forces
and recommended a joint Lao–Thai–South Vietnamese mopping up”
campaign against the Tchepone pocket “stiffened” with U.S. Special Forces
advisors under the Laos MAAG. They recommended the development of a
whole “spectrum” of U.S. actions against North Vietnam, and sending a
U.S. military mission to South Vietnam no later than the second half of
August.351 At an August 7 NSC meeting, Kennedy asked to see plans
designed to cover these kinds of actions.352 Three days later, General
Lemnitzer told the president that the chiefs’ current planning assumed a “de
facto division of Laos” and that their concept of operations was to secure a
series of bases in Laos along the Mekong with U.S. and other forces “to
release indigenous forces for other military activities.”353 The external
(nonindigenous) force included at least one U.S. infantry division and part
of a Marine division. After securing the bases in Laos, these forces,
commanded by the U.S., would be prepared to mount air and naval
operations against North Vietnam.

On August 11, Rostow criticized the chiefs’ plans in a private memo
to Kennedy.354 He argued that the chiefs’ panhandle operation was on too
big a scale to “give us what we want,” which he said was something larger
than a local Laotian operation, but still smaller than SEATO Plan 5. Rostow
complained, “We are making piecemeal progress in Southeast Asia
planning,” and he concluded, “We desperately lack a central mechanism to
give the operation pace and coherence.” On August 11, Taylor, now in
complete synch with Rostow, joined in the criticism, saying in a memo to
Kennedy that he was not convinced the plans Lemnitzer briefed were truly
feasible militarily.355 He said there was much work to be done to “tidy up”
the situation in Southeast Asia, and complained there was still no Southeast
Asia Task Force. “Greater intensity of effort” was needed, he said, and



warned, “Time is running out as the dry season in Laos approaches.” Taylor
concluded: “I do not believe we can afford any further delay in this matter.”

Over the two remaining weeks of August, the issue of what to do
about Laos came to a head. A task force on Southeast Asia was created,
headed by John Steeves of the State Department. The initial paper issued by
the task force called for the addition of 2,000 more U.S. Special Forces
personnel in Laos, as well as more logistic, air, and naval support. In a
critical August 15 review of this report, Rostow’s deputy, Robert Johnson,
said he thought the U.S. commitment had to be “substantially larger” than
this.356 Curiously, Kennedy urged Rostow to take his vacation “now,” and
Rostow, concerned that Kennedy would make the final decision during his
absence, weighed in with his plan for the president on August 17.357 As it
turned out, Rostow’s concerns about what would happen in his absence
were totally justified.

In his final report, Rostow proposed a series of moves, the bottom line
of which was SEATO intervention and a SEATO field commander on the
ground by September 15. “Your decision here is not easy,” he told Kennedy.
“It involves making an uncertain commitment in cold blood.” He compared
such a decision with the 1947 Truman Doctrine—to support free peoples
who are resisting attempted subjugation by armed minorities or outside
pressures. He maintained it was the only way to hold the area in the long
run. On August 18, Rostow appealed to Robert Kennedy, saying he had
worked on his Laos plan “in greatest intimacy and harmony” with General
Taylor.358 Rostow explained the urgency of the situation as follows:

I deeply believe that the way to save Southeast Asia and to
minimize the chance of deep U.S. military involvement there is
for the president to make a bold decision very soon. The rainy
season is over by October 1; and the rains taper off from mid-
September.

Having made his case to both the president and his brother in the strongest
way he could, Rostow went on vacation.

Kennedy had essentially passed the baton of Vietnam policy to Taylor
after the ignominious end to the June LBJ escapade in Saigon. With Rostow
gone, Taylor was alone in the driver’s seat, but he found a new working ally



in State’s U. Alexis Johnson, with whom he could press forward with
Rostow’s plan. On August 22, Taylor sent Johnson a memo359 saying that
the objectives in Southeast Asia were clear: minimizing the loss of territory
to the communists in Laos; protecting the flanks of South Vietnam and
Thailand; and minimizing U.S. military involvement. The problem, Taylor
said, was to decide the size of the U.S. military forces required and, once
committed, how to disengage these forces. While the overall plan was
taking shape, he asked that the responsible governmental agencies get
cracking on the details.

Meanwhile, at a key meeting of the Southeast Asia Task Force on
August 24, Averell Harriman, who was still negotiating the Laos settlement,
effectively killed Rostow’s plan. In an August 25 memo to McGeorge
Bundy, Robert Johnson described the meeting, which took place in
Secretary of State Rusk’s office.360 The memo said John Steeves (Deputy
Assistant Secretary of State for Far Eastern Affairs) and Taylor “made a
valiant effort” to defend the Rostow plan but to no avail. It was evident,
Robert Johnson said, that Rostow’s plan “was defeated” at this meeting.
McNamara had not accepted the plan either. The task force then devised a
new plan. It would begin with “an all-out college try” at the Laos
negotiations, recognizing that—if the communists overrun the government
forces— “we may completely eliminate the existing meager basis we have
for military action in Laos,” and should this occur, “we will organize our
defense in the area on a different basis.” Further “stiffening” of Laotian
forces by U.S. advisors was to be done only on a “gingerly basis,” while
discussions could be held to ensure SEATO Plan 5 was ready to be
implemented “if there is an actual rupture in the cease fire.”

The new plan was forwarded to Kennedy by Rusk on August 29,361

and the NSC met that same day to consider it. After some discussion,
Kennedy issued his final decision as NSAM-80.362 Besides increasing
photoreconnaissance and U.S. support to the Meos, NSAM-80 had three
key provisions. First, an “intensification” of Harriman’s diplomatic efforts
in Geneva; second, an authorization to discuss SEATO Plan 5 with allies as
a contingency plan only; and, third, a small increase in U.S. advisors in
Laos to a level of 500 men. NSAM-80 therefore represented only a
marginal increase in the American commitment to Laos, and was a far cry
from the bold move Rostow and Taylor had fought for.



Even if Kennedy favored intervention in Laos—which he did not—
there had been little likelihood of doing so in the month of August, during
which the Berlin crisis had reached its climax. At a July 13 NSC meeting,
Rusk had joined forces with Acheson to argue against negotiations with the
Soviet Union until the hour became acute, while Acheson, supported by
Vice President Johnson, argued vehemently for a proclamation of national
emergency.363 Kennedy rejected mobilization, but in a July 25 televised
address he declared, “We cannot and will not permit the communists to
drive us out of Berlin, either gradually or by force.”364 He asked Congress
to increase appropriations for the Armed Forces and to raise the authorized
strength of the Army from 875,000 men to one million; dispatched 90,000
more Air Force and Navy personnel to Europe; and called up selected units
from the Reserves. Misjudgment on either side, Kennedy said, “could rain
down more devastation in several hours than has been wrought in all the
wars of human history.”

Khrushchev snapped right back in an August 7 televised speech of his
own, and, in a tone “considerably higher-pitched” than Kennedy’s. The
Soviet Premier, too, speculated about the perils of a nuclear holocausts.365

Just after midnight on August 13, the communists blocked off the streets
and began building the Berlin Wall. Kennedy dispatched LBJ to Berlin with
the message that the city was an ultimate American commitment, and
ordered a U.S. Army armored force of 1,500 men to drive through East
Germany to Berlin. At the time, Schlesinger recalls, Kennedy privately
made the following revealing remarks:

“If Khrushchev wants to rub my nose in the dirt … it’s all over.”
But how to convince Khrushchev short of a showdown? “That
son of a bitch won’t pay any attention to words,” the president
said bitterly on another occasion. “He has to see you move.”366

When Khrushchev finally realized Kennedy would not back down, the
Soviets backed off and Johnson was on hand to welcome the American
tanks as they rolled into Berlin. By the end of the month, the crisis in
Europe had passed, but in Southeast Asia it loomed large on the horizon.



Vietnam: The Insurgency Gains Momentum
At 1:00 A.M. in the morning on September 18, three Viet Cong battalions
attacked Phuoc Vinh, a provincial capital just sixty miles north of
Saigon.367 The communist force easily overran the defending Civil Guard
company, and killed forty-two residents in the process. Two South
Vietnamese Ranger companies were patrolling in the vicinity, but instead of
aiding the beleaguered Civil Guard, they ran off into the jungle. Their
commander later claimed his intent was to “ambush” the Viet Cong when
they withdrew. The Viet Cong captured 100 rifles, 6,000 rounds of
ammunition, freed 250 suspected Viet Cong prisoners, and staged a “trial”
in the marketplace during which they beheaded the province chief and his
assistant.

This incident was part of a new and ominous trend against the
government in South Vietnam. Throughout the summer and fall of 1961, the
pace of the insurgency in South Vietnam increased. A September 13
MAAG brief argued that while the increased Viet Cong activity appeared to
be a final push for control, the South Vietnamese Army still had a good
chance of containing the communists unless Hanoi provided “massive”
assistance.368 A September 20 MAAG report listed four battalion-sized Viet
Cong attacks in northern South Vietnam during the previous three days.369

It was the first time the Viet Cong had attacked in the northern I Corps area
in such magnitude. The MAAG observed that this attack, coupled with
other large VC actions in the III Corps (southern Delta) area, portended an
increase in communist activity throughout the country and a move to a new
phase in the insurgency. The captured VC had American weapons, the
report noted, indicating a possible recent movement of communists into
South Vietnam from Laos.

At a Vietnam Task Force meeting on September 22, the military
briefer noted that the estimated size of Viet Cong forces adjacent to Laos
(outside of the Delta) was over 7,000, more than double their size at the
beginning of the year.370 A September 25 MAAG report recapping
increased VC activity in the III Corps area noted that total VC strength was
estimated at 17,000, including thirty-one battalions and sixty-three separate
companies.371 The report said two-thirds of these forces were operating in
the Delta, and another report noted that this was an increase from 7,000 at
the beginning of 1961.372 Given the ten-to-one ratio required in



counterinsurgency operations, the South Vietnamese Army, which was still
trying to expand to 170,000, was stretched to its very limit.

The basis for the doctrinal assumption that ten soldiers were necessary
to contain one guerrilla centered on the nature of guerrilla warfare itself, in
which guerrillas suddenly emerge to conduct hit-and-run operations against
government installations and small forces, and then blend back into the
population. Consequently, large numbers of government troops are tied
down in static defense duties, while equally large government forces
attempt to catch, surround, and defeat smaller guerrilla forces in the field.
Actually, Rostow, in response to a question from Kennedy, wrote to him on
July 31 that total regular South Vietnamese strength stood at just 142,000
men—about 28,000 less than required to fend off an insurgent force of
17,000 guerrillas.373

On October 5, the senior American advisor in the II Corps (central)
area, Colonel Wilber Wilson, submitted a report that contradicted the view
that the South Vietnamese Army was increasing its effectiveness.374 Recent
operations in the II Corps area, he said, indicated a lack of a “will to fight”
on the part of South Vietnamese small-unit commanders. It was not that
these soldiers were afraid, but that poor leadership was stultifying the senior
noncommissioned officers and junior officers. Colonel Wilson said this
problem was “particularly acute.” On October 10, the State Department sent
a cable to Saigon saying that Washington was “gravely concerned” about
the “rapid escalation” of communist actions in Vietnam.375 If the present
volume of infiltration continues, the report continued, SEATO military
assistance on a scale adequate to at least reduce the “volume of infiltration”
might thus be required. Another State cable on the same day warned that
the most important recent development was the large-scale Viet Cong
attacks in central Vietnam resulting from both increased infiltration from
Laos and a heavy buildup in the local guerrilla forces.376

Vietnam: Consensus Builds for Intervention
The sharp deterioration in the battlefield situation in Vietnam pushed the
policy apparatus inexorably toward intervention. A pivotal event was the
trip of Brigadier General William Craig, of the Pentagon Joint Staff, to
Vietnam in early September. Craig bluntly stated that SEATO Plan 5 had to



be immediately implemented, and warned that the future of the U.S. in
Southeast Asia was at stake.377 “It may be too late,” he said, unless the U.S.
acted immediately. On September 15, Rostow sent a memo to Kennedy
explaining the highlights of Craig’s report, and added that Hanoi believed
“that the end of Stage 2—in Mao’s theory of warfare—had arrived; that is,
the end of guerrilla warfare and the beginning of open warfare.”378 On
September 18, Robert Johnson exhorted Rostow to send Kennedy a full and
complete copy of Craig’s report, but the main points of Johnson’s memo are
still classified, as are parts of Craig’s.379

On September 26, General Taylor informed Kennedy that plans for
Southeast Asia were still not ready for presentation.380 He said two
alternatives were in the works: an expanded SEATO Plan 5 in the case of an
overt resumption of hostilities in Laos, which he felt unlikely; and a plan
for the more likely scenario of “ambiguous communist aggression,”
meaning constant nibbling away of territory. Unexpectedly, on September
30, Diem transformed the context of the debate on Vietnam policy. Toward
the end of a long discussion in Saigon with Ambassador Nolting, Admiral
Felt, and General McGarr, Diem asked for a bilateral defense treaty with the
U.S. Diem told his surprised American audience that he feared the outcome
of the Laos situation and increased communist infiltration into Vietnam. He
said he felt the U.S. would not act to help Vietnam under the SEATO treaty
because of the negative attitudes of its French and British allies. Nolting
reported this turn of events in a cable to Washington on October 1, and
offered his own opinion that Diem wanted a more binding commitment
from the U.S. than was currently in effect under SEATO because he felt
U.S. policy in Laos had exposed his flank.381

Diem’s request gave the advocates of intervention in Vietnam the
opening they needed. The Pentagon study of U.S. forces required in
Vietnam had been on hold since the ungraceful end to the Johnson trip the
previous June, and Diem’s “statement” that these forces were only needed
in case of external aggression. Diem’s unexpected request for a bilateral
treaty, which implied a request for combat troops, provided fresh impetus to
the effort to put U.S. combat forces into Vietnam. This opportunity was not
lost on Rostow, whose Laos plan had fallen by the boards during his
absence. Now back from vacation, he steered the effort for intervention in
Southeast Asia away from the waning prospect of Laos toward the
increasingly bright prospect of Vietnam.



On October 2, Robert Johnson sent a memo to Rostow describing the
current status of the two Laos plans.382 The expanded SEATO Plan 5 had
been approved by the JCS but the Joint Staff still had “nitpicks.” He said
the Joint Chiefs were still examining the “ambiguous aggression” plan, a
plan, Johnson said, that “may offer you an opportunity to express your
views on the use of U.S. forces to protect the Vietnamese border.”

Rostow did not wait for the final “ambiguous aggression” Laos
formula to surface. He knew the time was ripe and took the initiative. On
October 5, he sent a memo to Kennedy saying that McNamara had asked
for a delay of the NSC meeting on Vietnam scheduled for that same day.383

Delaying the meeting was a good idea, Rostow said, “because some solid
notions about Vietnam and Laos are beginning to emerge, but require
careful political and military staffing.” Harriman is to talk with you today
about his Laos negotiations, he told the president, and “it is essential that he
return to Geneva as soon as possible to resume the dialogue with Pushkin”
(the Soviet representative). It could hardly have escaped Rostow’s notice
that, if the NSC meeting on Vietnam were delayed until after Harriman’s
departure for Geneva, the wily Harriman would not be hanging around to
destroy Rostow’s emerging Vietnam plan as Harriman had done to the Laos
plan while Rostow was on vacation.

Rostow was now ready to put Laos aside and push full steam ahead on
Vietnam. In his October 5 memo to Kennedy, Rostow said that Laos
planning was “in tolerably good shape.” He then zeroed in on the real
target: “But it is now agreed that it is more likely that the other side will
concentrate on doing Diem in than on capturing the Mekong Valley during
this fighting season.” No one made this argument prior to Diem’s request
for a treaty. Rostow now told the president that the U.S. had to move “quite
radically” to avoid total defeat in Vietnam. “The sense of this town,” he told
Kennedy, “is that, with Southern Laos open, Diem simply cannot cope.”
Rostow also reported that the South Vietnamese force buildup was going
slower than that of the Viet Cong.

During the first two weeks of October, all elements of the policy
apparatus converged toward a decision to intervene in Vietnam. At an
October 5 luncheon, a group of senior officials, including Rostow, U.
Alexis Johnson, and others, concluded that there would be an “unfavorable
outcome” in Vietnam without a major change in U.S. policy.384 Deputy
Assistant Secretary of Defense William Bundy’s record of the meeting



noted that their discussion “helped to trigger Mr. Rostow’s proposal for
SEATO forces in Vietnam, which is now under urgent JCS consideration.”

Only Under Secretary of State Bowles challenged the idea of putting
U.S. combat forces inside Vietnam. On October 5, he drafted a memo to
Kennedy urging a political settlement rather than a military solution.385 In a
cover note to Schlesinger, Bowles noted his memo had produced a
“negative reaction” in the State Department. The same day, General
Lemnitzer sent the chiefs’ view to McNamara.386 He said they had
examined measures short of U.S. intervention in Southeast Asia for a long
time, and “the time is now past where actions short of intervention by
outside forces could reverse the rapidly worsening situation.” He added that
“there was no feasible military alternative of lesser magnitude which will
prevent the loss of Laos, South Vietnam and ultimately Southeast Asia.”

The chiefs, who had been recommending SEATO Plan 5—a far larger
intervention in Southeast Asia—since early in the year, did not like
Rostow’s paltry plan for putting U.S. forces inside Vietnam on the Laos
border. They were prepared, however, to play along just to get a foot in the
door, which, as Burke had noted in April, they had failed to do then. In an
October 9 meeting with McNamara and the JCS, William Bundy told the
chiefs that “the proposal to put the forces along the border was made for
political reasons.”387 From the notes taken by the Chief of Naval
Operations, Admiral George Anderson, there is no question that the chiefs
went along with this but only with the astonishing provision that once the
troops actually arrived in Vietnam they would “NOT” be put on the border.
That the word “not” was capitalized in Anderson’s memo only underscores
the unsavory character of this ignoble footnote in the history of the war.

McNamara wanted a “positive recommendation” on intervention in
South Vietnam and Anderson obliged. “If we cannot go into Laos,” he said,
“we should go into South Vietnam.” McNamara agreed to this, and asked
for an estimate by October 11 of the “forces needed to eliminate the Viet
Cong.” When the meeting was over, the JCS put their views in writing.388

They still preferred SEATO Plan 5, their memo to McNamara said, but if
this was “politically unacceptable at this time” they would agree to a 9,600-
man SEATO combat force to be deployed in Vietnam, of which 5,000
would be U.S. troops.

An October 10 memo from William Bundy to McNamara argued that
it was “now or never” to arrest the gains being made by the Viet Cong. “On



a 70-30 basis, I would myself favor going in,” Bundy said.389 He added that
if they let a month go by before moving, “the odds will slide (both short-
term shock effect and long-term chance) down to 60-40, 50-50, and so on.”
U. Alexis Johnson agreed. That same day, he wrote that even if infiltration
through Laos was cut off, there was still no assurance that Diem’s army
“will in the foreseeable future be able to defeat the Viet Cong.”390 He said,
“Supplemental military action must be envisaged at the earliest stage that is
politically feasible.” What he meant by “supplemental military action,” of
course, was U.S. combat troops. As to the number required, he said, “Three
divisions would be a guess.” If Johnson’s proposals were followed, it would
have meant that around 40,000 American soldiers would be going into
Vietnam.

The events of September-October mirrored those of April-May in that
a concerted move for intervention in Laos was transformed into a concerted
move for intervention in Vietnam. What had taken place in between the
recurring episodes of this foreboding cycle was the education of John
Kennedy. The failure in Cuba, the haranguing by Khrushchev in Vienna,
and the tumult of the Berlin crisis had all been parts of this learning process.
So were the incessant arguments of his advisors for intervention in Laos and
Vietnam, which, by this time, must have seemed no more than a dogmatic
litany to Kennedy. The developing crisis in Vietnam served only to magnify
the widening gulf between Kennedy and his advisors, and to add to his
impatience with them. He could not afford to procrastinate any longer on
his plans to make major personnel changes in his government. These
changes, many of which took Washington by surprise, followed an event
that surprised and shocked the president: a report written by Maxwell D.
Taylor.
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Chapter 7

Taylor Too

The Fig Leaf is Removed
y October it was obvious that the battlefield situation in South
Vietnam was fast approaching the critical point. Naturally this

unfavorable news found its way into the newspapers, which also caught
wind of a startling new rumor and printed that too. The rumor was that
Diem had made a request for U.S. combat troops. On the surface it
appeared this subject had been put to rest. After all, Vice President Johnson
reported in May that Diem had said no to them. Of course, if all of the facts
had come to light, they would have revealed a different story: that Johnson
had concealed Diem’s agreement to the terms for such troops and that
Kennedy had simply ignored Diem’s cryptically worded request for them
when it arrived in the second letter (see Chapters Four and Five).

As a consequence of the masquerade in May and June, the new rumor
caught the State Department off guard. A spokesman, who was probably
simply telling the truth as he knew it, remarked that he did not know
whether South Vietnam had asked for U.S. troops or not. That went straight
into print as well, creating the impression of confusion at State and
prompting reporters to try to sniff out an angle from embassy officials in
Saigon. On October 9, Ambassador Nolting sent a desperate plea for
information to State, saying, “We badly need official guidance” from
Washington on “thinking” about sending U.S. forces to Vietnam.391 The
answer he received the next day said no decision had been made in
Washington and that Vietnam had made no such request.392 The resort to
this old standby position that Diem had made no request was naive, and



Diem destroyed it for good two days later. Thuan finally passed on the
unvarnished truth to a startled Nolting: yes, Diem did want U.S. combat
troops, and he wanted them put near the 17th parallel—the “demilitarized”
zone—to prevent attacks there and free up his army to deal with the Viet
Cong elsewhere.393

The timing of Diem’s demarche was no coincidence. The day before,
an important NSC meeting had taken place in Washington in which
Kennedy had staved off yet another recommendation for combat troops
from his advisors and also decided to send General Taylor to Vietnam.
Diem’s unequivocal request for U.S. combat troops—minus the fig leaf of
“training”—was perfectly timed to influence the planning and terms of
reference for Taylor’s trip. In addition, another new element was added to
the rising chorus for combat troops at this critical juncture: The U.S.
intelligence community published two Special National Intelligence
Estimates that buttressed the case for American intervention in Vietnam.

The October 11 NSC Meeting—NSAM-104
The first of these estimates, SNIE 53-2-61, “Bloc Support of the
Communist Effort Against the Government of Vietnam,” was issued on
October 5, and the second, SNIE 10-3-61, “Probable Communist Reactions
to Certain SEATO Undertakings in South Vietnam,” was issued the day
before the October 11 NSC meeting. At the meeting, Kennedy released a
new NSAM and made the decision to send Taylor to Vietnam. These
intelligence estimates came at a crucial time—at the very moment when
Taylor, Rostow, and Alexis Johnson joined together with the Joint Chiefs of
Staff to urge Kennedy to intervene with conventional forces in Vietnam.

The first SNIE concluded that the insurgency was controlled by Hanoi,
and identified Hanoi as the “implementing agency” for the communist
bloc.394 The Viet Cong hard-core forces had grown to 16,000, an increase,
the estimate noted, of 12,000 since April 1960, and 4,000 over the previous
three months. The Viet Cong apparatus, its scope and area of operations
were rapidly expanding, the SNIE said, and more recently their forces had
begun operating in large units and conducting large-scale attacks. The
second SNIE essentially concluded that North Vietnam and China would
not commit large forces to counter the SEATO moves under



consideration.395 Thus on the eve of the crucial NSC meeting, the U.S.
intelligence community painted a critical picture of the situation in South
Vietnam and, in effect, gave a green light to intervention there.

The principal business of the October 11 meeting was to hear and
consider a major presentation by State’s U. Alexis Johnson. His briefing
followed the outlines of a proposal for intervention contained in a paper
entitled “Concept for Intervention in Vietnam.”396 In the paper, Johnson had
combined the ideas of Taylor, Rostow, the Southeast Asia Task Force, and
the Joint Chiefs, and he now discussed the specifics for Kennedy. The
number and type of American troops his plan envisioned sending to
Vietnam was close to what the Joint Chiefs had proposed: 11,000 ground
combat troops out of a total SEATO force of 22,800. They were to be
initially stationed in the north near Pleiku. The timing of this deployment
was to be immediate, and the rationale for this urgency—provided in his
paper—was that “the costs would be much less than if we wait or go in
later, or lose [South Vietnam].”

Kennedy was still opposed to sending U.S. combat troops to Vietnam.
Feeling for intervention among his advisors, however, was growing
stronger, and so Kennedy decided to defer a final decision and send Taylor
out for a close look at the situation. Although the minutes of this meeting
have disappeared,397 notes made by Lemnitzer398 and Gilpatric,399 who
attended, as well as the text of NSAM-104, which Kennedy issued that
day,400 are sufficient to reconstruct the outlines of what happened.

The president’s advisors did not come away empty-handed, for
Kennedy did authorize that one Air Force Jungle Jim squadron be sent to
Vietnam. This squadron was equipped for bombing and close air support of
ground combat troops, but Gilpatric’s notes indicate Kennedy directed that
it was not to be used for combat. The squadron would serve under the
MAAG and its mission would be to train the South Vietnamese Air Force in
counterinsurgency tactics. The president also authorized U.S. advisors to go
along with South Vietnamese guerrillas on missions inside Laos. These
authorizations, along with other measures401 and the Taylor trip, were
incorporated into NSAM-104. In essence, by issuing this NSAM Kennedy
significantly increased the U.S. Air Force advisory role in Vietnam and
bought some breathing space before facing the ultimate question of sending
in American ground forces.



The Taylor mission would be the pivotal event leading to the major
decision on Vietnam of Kennedy’s presidency. In picking Taylor to lead the
mission, Kennedy chose a man whom he judged to be an expert in
unconventional warfare, an intellectual who quoted Thucydides,402 and the
one general he thought shared his own views and that he could, therefore,
trust to carry out his bidding. Kennedy did not want to send U.S. combat
troops to Vietnam and intended to use the Taylor trip not only for elbow
room, but also to help strengthen his case against intervening. Diem’s
sudden request for U.S. combat troops, by removing any obstacle in Saigon,
put the onus on Taylor within hours of Kennedy’s decision to send him.

Kennedy Plants a Story
The precise mission that Taylor would carry out became the subject of
debate as soon as the October 11 NSC meeting was over. Lemnitzer wrote
to McGarr immediately afterward that the mission was to examine the
“feasibility and desirability” of U.S. intervention and recommend measures
short of intervention. Gilpatric’s notes give a different slant: Taylor was to
examine the feasibility of the plan for intervention briefed at the NSC
meeting as well as plans for intervening with fewer U.S. forces, and explore
“other alternatives in lieu of putting any U.S. combat forces into Vietnam.”
Everyone had their own opinions about what Taylor should examine and
recommend. At the bottom of this confusion was a simple conflict:
Kennedy’s advisors wanted U.S. intervention and he did not. The president,
however, had the final say. His NSAM directed Taylor to “examine” the
feasibility of intervention, but to “recommend action” short of it.

At an October 13 NSC meeting, Kennedy issued a directive to Taylor
outlining the trip’s missions. The short history of this directive provides
strong evidence that Kennedy and Taylor were already at odds over the trip
before it began. Taylor’s version of what the president’s instructions should
be differed significantly from what the president wanted done. The first
draft of the directive was written by Taylor himself, right after the October
11 NSC meeting.403 In it, Taylor had Kennedy order an examination of
current CIA operations, U.S. aid, and command relationships; an evaluation
of “what could be accomplished” by intervention; and a look at other forms
of “unconventional” American assistance.



By the time of the October 13 NSC meeting, however, Kennedy had
completely turned around the directive. His remarks during the meeting and
the changes he made to Taylor’s draft directive are very revealing.404

During the discussion, Kennedy complained about the “build-up of stories”
that the U.S. was contemplating sending combat troops to Vietnam, and
said “too much emphasis is being put on this aspect and could well result in
a tremendous letdown in Vietnamese morale if they expected such action
and we decided otherwise.” Kennedy made it clear that publicly Taylor was
to be looking at whether an increase in U.S. efforts was called for at all. On
a very “close hold” basis, Kennedy said, Taylor would be authorized to give
his “most discreet consideration” to the introduction of combat troops, and
only, Kennedy insisted, if Taylor deemed such action “absolutely essential.”

Kennedy then removed all references in the directive that provided for
studying intervention, command relationships, unconventional assistance,
and CIA operations. In the place of Taylor’s six paragraphs that covered
these items, the president inserted three of his own that were markedly
different.405 Two, in particular, deserve attention:

In your assessment you should bear in mind that the initial
responsibility for the effective maintenance of the independence
of South Vietnam rests with the people and government of that
country. Our efforts must be evaluated, and your
recommendations formulated, with this fact in mind. While the
military part of the problem is of great importance in South
Vietnam, its political, social, and economic elements are equally
significant, and I shall expect your appraisal and your
recommendations to take full account of them.

These words make abundantly clear that Kennedy would not look kindly on
a recommendation from Taylor that included U.S. combat troops.

The final event in Kennedy’s send-off for Taylor concerns an intrigue
the president pulled in the press. The episode began at his October 11 press
conference, during which he announced that he was sending Taylor to
Vietnam. The general would be going to talk with Diem and American
officials there, Kennedy explained, about “ways in which we can perhaps
better assist the Government of Vietnam in meeting this threat to its



independence.”406 Predictably, this had drawn harassing questions from
reporters. Might not some people interpret the trip as a “confirmation of
reports that you intend to send combat troops?” asked one correspondent.
Kennedy had replied noncommittally that he would await Taylor’s return
before deciding “what is best to do.” Naturally, the newspapers ignored this
and the next day reported flatly that Taylor was going to Vietnam to study
the question of combat troops.

These stories upset Kennedy and, when combined with Taylor’s
unwelcome version of the trip directive, must have heightened Kennedy’s
fears that Taylor might recommend combat troops. Since Kennedy had
already made up his mind against troops, and was not about to get trapped
in a public debate that made him appear weak on communism, he devised a
plan to avoid this. The first step was his revision, on October 13, of Taylor’s
terms of reference, a revision that downplayed the issue of U.S. combat
troops. Kennedy carried the next step on the following day, when he planted
a bogus story in the New York Times. The story, probably leaked directly by
the president himself, said Taylor was being sent to Vietnam for a wide
variety of reasons. Near the end of a long list of reasons was the question of
troops at some indefinite time in the future.407 That much was true, but the
story also included a statement that was not:

Military leaders at the Pentagon, no less than General Taylor
himself are understood to be reluctant to send organized U.S.
combat units into Southeast Asia. Pentagon plans for this area
stress the importance of countering communist guerrillas with
troops from the affected countries, perhaps trained and equipped
by the U.S., but not supplanted by U.S. troops.

This was a brilliant stroke. Those closest to policy knew the story was not
true and could, without too much difficulty, guess the source. No one was
prepared to counter it by leaking the truth—that the Pentagon had proposed
sending American combat troops to Vietnam and that the president was
opposed to it. The issue all but disappeared from the newspapers. Diem,
who had sent Nolting a request for troops the day before the article
appeared, did not bring up the subject during Taylor’s visit. But it did not
forestall Maxwell Taylor from bringing the subject up himself.408



The Taylor “Mob” Goes to Saigon
“General Taylor would like you to bring a dinner jacket,” read a buck slip
(an internal office note) attached to Lansdale’s trip itinerary.409 Another
buck slip informed Lansdale that Taylor wanted those accompanying him
on the trip to be in his office at 5:00 P.M. on Friday, October 13.410

Lansdale was back in business and on his way to Vietnam. For a moment,
as he stared at the note, it would appear that the old covert operator seemed
to forget who was in charge of this trip. He began jotting down in the
margins wide-ranging instructions to his staff:

—Unconventional warfare
—Prepare black book on what done in past, what should be done in

future
—Areas useful for others to look into

1. SVN [South Vietnam]
2. Laos
3. Thailand
4. Phils [Philippines]

Lansdale told a friend he was going along only because McNamara and
Gilpatric had insisted, but the truth was that little arm-twisting had been
necessary.411 At the Friday trip meeting in his office, Taylor made it clear
that this was his trip and that it would be his report when they returned.412

“I explained to my colleagues that I felt I had a mandate from the president
to give him my personal views and recommendations upon return,” Taylor
recounts that, anticipating that there would be dissenting views in the group,
he invited their opinions but said these would be included in appendices to
his own report.413 Rostow was going along also and would “act as a sort of
deputy” on the mission. It would be “a little like two professors going over
the outlines for a series of student term papers” Rostow later said,
condescendingly.414

Lansdale did not fancy himself a student of either Rostow or Taylor.
After the meeting in Taylor’s office, Lansdale wrote about him in rather
unflattering terms. “He has a mob going,” Lansdale said to his old friend



General Hangin’ Sam Williams.415 Then he lamented: “There are times
when patriotism is pretty costly, and I think you know my feelings at being
part of a big showy deal with a lot of theorists.” Lansdale figured only he
could make this trip worthwhile. “Maybe I can snatch a few minutes alone
with Diem and others, and make it pay off,” he told Williams, and added,
“and I’ll be damned if I’m about to tuck my tail between my legs for
anyone.”

Taylor and Lansdale crossed swords even before they arrived in
Saigon. It was a long flight over the Pacific, time that Taylor used to get
organized and establish the pecking order for those on the mission.
“Immediately after takeoff from Andrews Air Force Base,” Rostow
recounts, “Taylor and I talked at length with each member of the
mission.”416 They handed out areas of responsibility like homework
assignments to their pupils. The process went smoothly until it came to
Lansdale.

Taylor assigned Lansdale a job he knew Lansdale did not believe in.
He told Lansdale to look into the possibility and cost of erecting a huge
fence to stop infiltration that would run the length of Vietnam’s borders
with Cambodia and Laos.417 Then Taylor added insult to injury by
informing Lansdale that he would not be among the members allowed to
visit with Diem.418 “Well, I’m an old friend of Diem’s,” Lansdale shot
back. “I can’t go to Vietnam without seeing him. I’ll probably see him
alone. Is there anything you want me to ask him?” This left Taylor’s blood
boiling, and he refused to discuss the matter further.

When the plane landed in Saigon on October 18, Taylor began a talk
with reporters on the tarmac. With Taylor suitably engaged, Diem’s
personal secretary, who was there to greet the mission, casually approached
Lansdale and invited him to the presidential palace for dinner. Lansdale
informed Rostow and left the group to spend the evening with Diem. At the
same time that Lansdale was heading for the palace and Taylor was talking
to reporters, Diem was addressing South Vietnam’s National Assembly and
proclaiming that the threat from the Viet Cong was so grave it required a
declaration of a state of emergency. The trip was off to an interesting start.

“The first evening I was there,” Lansdale later said of that evening
with Diem, “he looked really down in the dumps—so I told him to go to
bed instead of talking with me.”419 Diem declined his old friend’s advice
but he did have good reason to be depressed. The Viet Cong had expanded



from 10,000 to 17,000 during 1961. Laos was becoming a highway for
communist infiltration while the Americans negotiated a settlement there.
On top of that, the Mekong Delta was ravaged by the worst flood in many
decades. Most of what discussion did take place that night centered on the
possibility of introducing U.S. combat troops to Vietnam.420 Diem pressed
Lansdale for his advice on whether Vietnam should request them, and
Lansdale claims he was evasive on the issue. Diem’s brother Nhu was
present that evening, and he answered many of the questions Lansdale put
to Diem, a reflection of the power Nhu had gained over his brother since
Lansdale’s visit the previous January. “It got obnoxious after a time,”
Lansdale later said in an interview;421 so he asked Diem which of the two
was in charge. Lansdale was shocked and worried that brother Nhu was
“taking over the place.”

The following day, Diem treated Taylor to his usual long monologue
and did not mention U.S. combat troops until the last moment. “I offered
Diem the opportunity on several occasions to raise the matter of American
troops,” Taylor wrote later, but “he avoided the subject until near the end of
the interview and then dealt with it with deliberate ambiguity.”422 Taylor’s
prodding finally paid off, and Diem said it was impossible to contain the
Viet Cong with his 150,000-man army and, though he formerly had hoped
to cope without foreign troops, increased Viet Cong strength and the
situation in Laos had forced him to reexamine his position. Taylor found “a
general consensus” among Vietnamese and Americans in Vietnam that U.S.
forces were needed quickly. His own “military subcommittee” argued that
prompt U.S. intervention was the only way of saving South Vietnam and all
of Southeast Asia, while his “political officers” (Sterling Cottrell and
William Jorden) felt even this would not be enough to win, and urged a “go
slow” in U.S. commitments.

In his final meeting with Diem, Taylor suggested U.S. forces be
introduced as a “flood relief task force,” a plan Diem enthusiastically
agreed to. The introduction of 8,000 U.S. combat forces under a flood relief
cover (Taylor did not like to use the word “cover”423) became the central
piece of the plan he would recommend to Kennedy. Even though this idea
was included among various other provisions covering U.S. advisory and
support missions and ideas on how to reform and broaden Diem’s
government, its real significance was unmistakable. Taylor’s advance “eyes
only’” cables to Kennedy barely touched on reforms. They dealt mainly



with military matters that, as David Halberstam rightly states, “were
extremely conventional in attitude.”424 The contents of these, one from
Saigon on October 24 and two more from the Philippines on November 1,
are the key to understanding Taylor’s report and recommendations. They
explained and justified to the president his proposal to send 8,000 combat
troops to Vietnam under the cover of a “flood relief task force.”425

Taylor returned to Kennedy with the same old combat troops solution
spruced up with a humanitarian cover. It failed to go beyond the simplistic
notion that it was only a question of how much military force was needed to
defeat the enemy. Ironically, one of Taylor’s findings was that intelligence
was poor, but even this did not lead him to pose the more fundamental
question: why were the Viet Cong winning? Though few observers have
been willing to say so, Taylor’s recommendation to send combat troops
was, in itself, a major failure—for him personally, and for the Kennedy
administration. That failure is a topic that warrants some attention.

The true dimensions of Taylor’s failure have seldom been defined, in
part because Taylor himself has muddied the record. Many of his later
public comments attempted to cover up the combat role of the forces he
proposed sending to Vietnam. Appearing on Meet the Press in 1968, he
denied he had envisioned such a role.426 “I made no recommendation of
that sort,” Taylor claimed. “It was very widely reported,” a panelist shot
back; Taylor then replied:

I am very sorry to say it is incorrect. The only reference to
ground forces which I made was the desirability of sending a task
force which could assist in the engineering problems resulting
from the great inundation of the Delta. These engineer-type
troops would be accompanied by their own self-defensive force.

Later, in a 1971 NBC program on the war, Taylor elaborated on his
reasoning for bringing in American troops and “underscoring the flood
task” in this way: it would allay South Vietnamese fears that the U.S. was
about to “sell Vietnam down the river” like Laos; it was a genuine
humanitarian gesture to help with flood relief; and, if the presence of our
forces didn’t “have the effect that we had expected,” then the U.S. could
say, “They came … repaired the flood damage and then went home.”427



In that same NBC program, Walt Rostow acknowledged that the troops
in fact had a secondary purpose “as a reserve force.” In plain English this
meant a backup combat force for the South Vietnamese Army. Was it
possible that Taylor did not know his “eyes only” cables to Kennedy had
been published in the New York Times six months earlier as part of The
Pentagon Papers? At that time the American reading public could see that,
in addition to boosting morale and flood relief work, Taylor himself had
three other tasks in mind for these forces:

(c) Conduct such combat operations as are necessary for self-defense
and for the security of the area in which they are stationed.

(d) Provide an emergency reserve to back up the Armed Forces of
the GVN in the case of a heightened military crisis.

(e) Act as an advance party of such additional forces as may be
introduced if CINCPAC or SEATO contingency plans are
invoked.428 [Emphasis added]

In his cables, Taylor further explained the reserve combat role of these
troops. He said that, “in general” this should not be against “small-scale
guerrilla” forces in the jungle. What he had in mind was far larger: “As a
general reserve they might be thrown into action (with U.S. agreement)
against large, formed guerrilla bands which have abandoned the forests for
attacks on major targets.” [Emphasis added]

Taylor obviously had not expected anyone other than Kennedy and a
few other officials—let alone the American public, just ten years later—to
be reading this cable. As to the actual extent to which the troops would
engage in flood relief work, Taylor said that this would depend upon
“further study” of that problem, and added he saw “considerable advantages
in playing up this aspect” of their mission. The “possibility of emphasizing
the humanitarian mission will wane,” Taylor warned, “if we wait long in
moving in our forces or in linking our stated purpose with the emergency
conditions of the flood.” In other words, Kennedy had better hurry up and
send in the combat troops before the flood—and the cover for this
deployment—went away.

Why did Taylor try to hide the fact that he had recommended a combat
role for American ground forces in Vietnam? The first part of the answer to
this compelling question is what David Halberstam pointed out in 1969:



General Taylor failed to live up to his reputation as an intellectual and
original thinker, and his report abandoned the concepts of
counterinsurgency in favor of conventional warfare, and, with some
window dressing, advocated a Korean War–style strategy (a large
conventional U.S. force).429 That Halberstam’s evaluation is rarely
endorsed by others writing on the subject is unfortunate, for in this author’s
view his analysis was right on target.

During the trip, Taylor had assigned his least favorite person, Ed
Lansdale, the job of answering this important question: “what
unconventional warfare techniques should be considered in coping with
[the] VC insurgency?”430 Lansdale’s answer was that the unconventional
war effort was “bogged down,” and that despite the wealth of ideas,
abilities, and equipment, “somehow things simply don’t get done
effectively enough.”431 Lansdale then revealed his true stripes with the
following comment:

This might remain true despite our sending in more people, new
types of weapons, or changing organizational structures. Thus,
just adding more of many things, as we are doing at present,
doesn’t appear to provide the answer we are seeking.

The “spark” the South Vietnamese needed to get on with the work of
winning the war, he said, was to place the “right Americans into the right
areas of the Vietnamese government to provide operational guidance.” This
was not the answer Taylor had in mind, who liked neither Lansdale nor his
recommendations. Taylor later said of him that “he could turn out ideas
faster than you could pick them up off the floor, but I was never impressed
with their feasibility.”432 The feeling was mutual: “My trip to Saigon with
Taylor in the fall of 1961,” Lansdale wrote later, “was a farce, largely.”433

The second part of the answer to why Taylor tried to cover up the
combat role of the troop commitment he recommended to Kennedy lies in
the personal relationship between the two men, and the charge Kennedy had
given Taylor in the first place. This aspect of the issue has been fouled by
accounts that seek to portray Kennedy as a hawk attracted to the idea of
sending combat troops to Vietnam. George Kahin seizes on the Taylor trip
to portray Kennedy as an interventionist. “In sending out his most hawkish



advisors,” writes Kahin, “Kennedy presumably expected them to come up
with hawkish recommendations, and that is precisely what he got.”434 This
misconstrues Kennedy’s views and is not an accurate description of what
happened. Fortunately for history, Taylor himself admitted—five years
before his death—in a 1982 interview with military historian Andrew
Krepinevich, that he left Washington “knowing the president did not want a
recommendation to send forces.”435 Krepinevich, also a military officer,
realized the profound significance of Taylor’s failure:

While admitting that the “new” communist strategy of
insurgency bypassed the Army’s traditional approach to war,
Taylor offered all the old prescriptions for the achievement of
victory: increased firepower and mobility, more effective search-
and-destroy operations, and if all else failed, bombing the source
of the trouble (in thought if not in fact), North Vietnam, into
capitulation.

William Colby provides this insight: while Taylor’s idea of being able to
respond flexibly to military contingencies—instead of always relying on
nuclear weapons—was a breath of fresh air in Washington, his views on
how to respond to an insurgency were nevertheless remarkably
conventional.436 Kennedy’s admiration for Taylor’s “flexible response”
doctrine led to unfounded conclusions about the General’s ability to
understand the sort of warfare going on in Southeast Asia, and the president
was now paying a high price for his mistake.

Taylor made his recommendation to send in American combat troops
without a clear understanding of the nature of the insurgency. Most
important, Taylor’s report did not result in a range of choices for the
president that would enable him to take a middle ground between a military
and a political approach. In the end, Taylor too—knowing that Kennedy
would be opposed to combat troops—threw in his lot with the
interventionists. Combined with the intense lobbying from the president’s
other advisors to respond in a like manner to this crisis, Taylor’s proposals
left the president more isolated than ever before and under great pressure to
intervene in Vietnam.



Kennedy’s Vietnam Program-NSAM-111
When Taylor returned on November 2, Washington was already in an
uproar over the report he would make the next day. Kennedy was so
shocked by Taylor’s recommendation to send 8,000 combat troops to
Vietnam that he recalled copies of the final report.437 Not even Walter
McConaughy, the Assistant Secretary of State for Far Eastern Affairs, was
permitted to read it. Because the Taylor report itself was less than explicit
about what it called a “hard commitment to the ground,” only those with
access to the “eyes only” cables—Taylor, Rostow, McNamara, Rusk, and a
handful of others—knew the truth.438 That Taylor had recommended
combat troops was a very closely held secret.

Kennedy reacted to the Taylor report again, by planting misleading
stories. They stated flatly that Kennedy was opposed to sending combat
troops to Vietnam and strongly implied that Taylor had not recommended
doing so. Those stories, Halberstam noted, enhanced Taylor’s reputation
“and again gave the impression that he was different and better than other
generals.”439

On November 4, according to William Bundy’s memoirs, at the very
first NSC meeting after Taylor submitted his report, a “long and pointed”
discussion ensued that foundered on the following point:

Almost at once there was dissatisfaction with the half-in, half-
out, nature of the “flood relief task force,” and a consensus of
disbelief that once thus engaged the U.S. could easily decide to
pull the force out.440

The JCS opposed using military forces for purely psychological purposes,
and McNamara argued the U.S. had to decide first whether it wanted to
make a “Berlin-type” commitment to Vietnam. Alexis Johnson at State had
long been advocating intervention; McNamara, Gilpatric, and the JCS at
Defense;441 and McGeorge Bundy,442 Rostow,443 Robert Johnson,444 and
Komer445 at the NSC, all came on board in favor of it. Harriman446 and
Bowles447 at State, as well as Galbraith, were opposed. Rusk was not
against it but had reservations so long as Diem, whom Rusk called “a losing
horse,” remained in charge.448



In the middle of this debate, the U.S. intelligence community reversed
itself on the key issue of a communist response to U.S. intervention.
Whereas on October 10, SNIE 10-3-61 had argued that there would be no
significant response from North Vietnam or China, a new SNIE issued on
November 5 argued that U.S. intervention would bring about an offsetting
increase in infiltration from North Vietnam, and that bombing North
Vietnam would bring about a strong response from China and the Soviet
Union.

It is unlikely that this intelligence estimate played a crucial role in
Kennedy’s final decision. The key NSC meeting took place on November
15, 1961, and featured a caustic and revealing exchange between General
Lemnitzer and President Kennedy. It began with the president resisting
arguments by Rusk and McNamara in favor of intervention:

The president asked the Secretary of Defense if he would take
action if SEATO did not exist and McNamara replied in the
affirmative. The president asked for justification and Lemnitzer
replied that the world would be divided in the area of Southeast
Asia on the sea, in the air and in communications. He said
communist conquest would deal a severe blow to freedom and
extend communism to a great portion of the world. The president
asked how he could justify the proposed courses of action in
Vietnam while at the same time ignoring Cuba. General
Lemnitzer hastened to add that the JCS feel that even at this
point the United States should go into Cuba.449

This passage is a dramatic illustration of the fact that, for Kennedy, Saigon
was no Berlin. It illuminates the degree to which the president had become
isolated from the cold warriors demanding a similar commitment to
Vietnam. It is also a reminder of the lingering mutual animosity and
grudges that sprang from the debacle in Cuba.

Kennedy said he would make his decision after he talked with the vice
president, who was not present, but Kennedy’s decision was already made.
There were more discussions, more memos, more pleas, and when Rusk
and McNamara saw the writing on the wall, they made a joint effort to at
least get a complete presidential commitment to Vietnam. This effort too



was to no avail, and the final version of NSAM-111, issued on November
22, contained no U.S. combat troops for Vietnam, and no ultimate
American guarantees to save Vietnam from communism. In their place,
Kennedy approved a significant increase in American advisors and
equipment. There Kennedy drew the line. He would not go beyond it at any
time during the rest of his presidency. The main lesson of this climactic
event is this: Kennedy turned down combat troops, not when the decision
was clouded by ambiguities and contradictions in the reports from the
battlefield, but when the battle was unequivocally desperate, when all
concerned agreed that Vietnam’s fate hung in the balance, and when his
principal advisors told him that vital U.S. interests in the region and the
world were at stake.

What does this tell us, if anything, about Kennedy’s resolve and his
aims in the larger U.S.-Soviet geostrategic struggle? What were his reasons
for rejecting the proposals of his most senior advisors? Kennedy’s stand in
Berlin unquestionably demonstrated that he did not lack resolve, as his
stand in the Cuban missile crisis the following year would again make
abundantly clear. If his refusal to intervene was not a question of resolve,
then what was it? In the November 15 meeting, it would appear that
Kennedy’s arguments opposing intervention were based less on the
inappropriateness of such a response to the insurgency at hand, and more on
his perception that the American public and the Congress would not support
such a move. To his credit, however, Kennedy did say this: “He could make
a rather strong case against intervening in an area 10,000 miles away
against 16,000 guerrillas with a native army of 200,000, where millions
have been spent for years with no success.”

While this observation may have gone to the heart of Diem’s failure,
the simple truth is that Kennedy lacked, as did his principal advisors, a clear
understanding of the nature of the Vietnamese society, the nature of the
insurgency there, and the reasons why these fundamental questions, if left
unanswered, would swallow all the advisors and equipment he could muster
to throw at the problem. Kennedy deepened the American commitment
consistently and considerably during 1961 without an adequate
understanding of these fundamental issues. For the greater part of 1961, the
energies of many key players were consumed in the parochial protection of
vested interests and outright squabbling and scheming. The American
commitment deepened in the process, but the new ideas and aid, which



arrived intermittently, were incoherent, applied in an uncoordinated manner,
and did little to influence the battlefield situation. The CIA Station Chief at
the time, William Colby, has given an incisive and poignant account of this
failure:

I frankly gave more thought and effort to ensuring that the station
would receive permission to continue the small—but, I thought,
promising—projects we had started than to outlining my
fundamental strategy for Vietnam. Unfortunately, this was the
attitude of most of the other participants in the process. The
result, therefore, was more a laundry list of the desires of the
individual agencies involved than a basic review of our situation
in Vietnam and of the strategic direction we should take in the
future.

Moreover, Colby says of Kennedy:

He had not articulated any very solid expression of his own ideas
or strategy. Consequently, we had produced an agglomeration of
the preferences of all the agencies involved, devoid of any
strategic concept or inspiration.450

The consequence of this haphazard and nearsighted American policy in
Vietnam was business as usual in Saigon and the unchecked growth of the
insurgency in the countryside. When Kennedy’s program—an increase in
advisors—finally emerged in unequivocal terms at the end of his first year,
the insurgency was probably already beyond the capacity of an advisory
approach to check it. About the only thing one could point to that matched
the steady growth of the communists in Vietnam was the steady growth in
the struggle over Vietnam policy in Washington and Saigon.

The Thanksgiving Day Massacre
By the end of November 1961, Kennedy finally got around to the unsavory
business of putting people out to pasture. The personnel changes of



November 26 became widely known as the “Thanksgiving Day Massacre.”
Their roots went back at least as far as the fallout from the Bay of Pigs
fiasco earlier in the year. The final reorganization carried out at the State
Department and Central Intelligence Agency between November 26 and 29
occurred in the wake of Kennedy’s major decision on Vietnam, NSAM-111,
promulgated on November 22, 1961. The underlying dynamic of the
“massacre” was the lack of compliance in the government with Kennedy’s
decisions. Sorensen goes so far as to argue that Kennedy was discouraged
with the State Department right from the beginning. It was never clear to
the president, he states, who was in charge, “and why his own policy line
seemed consistently to be altered or evaded.”451 The battle over Vietnam
policy in the fall of 1961 was the final catalyst that spurred these changes.
Kennedy designed this restructuring to do more than bring additional New
Frontiersmen into the State Department. Given the deep division between
the president and his advisors over intervention in Vietnam, it was
inevitable that some of the key job changes placed officials who agreed
with the president into those assignments with the most influence over
Vietnam policy.

The two major changes at the State Department were the appointments
of George Ball to replace Bowles, in the number two spot as Under
Secretary, and Averell Harriman to take McConaughy’s place as Assistant
Secretary of State for Far Eastern Affairs. Ball’s former number three
position, the Second Under Secretary of State, was filled by George
McGhee, but for political instead of economic affairs. McGhee’s old job,
Chairman of the Department’s Policy Planning Council, was slated to be
filled by Rostow after the first of the year. Rostow’s deputy, Robert
Johnson, would go with him to State. Brooks Hays replaced Rostow as the
President’s Special Assistant, while Frederick Dutton took Hays’ old job at
State as Assistant Secretary for Congressional Relations. The move of
Rostow was fortunate for two reasons—his hawkish views were not shared
by the president—and his economic expertise and global perspective could
be better used in the Policy Planning Council. This reorganization of the
administration left McGeorge Bundy as the lone heavyweight on Vietnam
in the White House.

The removal of Bowles and McConaughy deserves comment. There is
some irony in the fact that Kennedy “liked Bowles, liked most of his ideas
and liked most of his personnel recommendations.”452 The real problem at



State had been the mismatch between McConaughy and U. Alexis Johnson.
With respect to Vietnam policy, McConaughy, as the Assistant Secretary for
Far Eastern Affairs, should have overshadowed Johnson, the Deputy Under
Secretary for Political Affairs. Just the reverse was the case, however, as the
Department’s policy initiatives were being driven by Johnson, who, like
Rostow, was a leading proponent for introducing combat forces in Vietnam.
The problem, then, was one of management, but Kennedy did not want to
remove his Secretary of State, Rusk. Bowles’ firing was a signal from the
president that he wanted better team management at State, and George Ball
was the logical choice to replace him. In addition, Ball was acceptable to
Kennedy because he too opposed sending U.S. combat troops to Vietnam.

However, the real news at State was Harriman’s appointment as the
Assistant Secretary for Far Eastern Affairs and the decision not to allow U.
Alexis Johnson to move into the number three job vacated by his boss,
George Ball. McGhee was moved from the Policy Planning Council to fill
this spot—Under Secretary for Political Affairs. McGhee’s views against
sending combat troops were emphatically delivered in a memo to Rusk the
day after his appointment. McGhee warned that sending U.S. combat troops
to Vietnam would lead to pressures to attack North Vietnam and from there
“into a widening conflict which might be hard to terminate short of an all-
out struggle with [Beijing].”453 The outcome of the Thanksgiving Day
Massacre, therefore, was to keep the number two and three slots out of the
hands of the interventionists, while, at the same time, bringing in Harriman,
whose presence neutralized U. Alexis Johnson.

While Roger Hilsman was left in place as head of State’s intelligence
organization (INR), the long-anticipated shake-up at the apex of the
intelligence community—the CIA—was finally executed. Two days after
the “massacre” at the State Department, Kennedy gave a very short speech
in the Cabinet Room in the White House at the swearing in of John
McCone as the new Director of Central Intelligence. The firing of Allen
Dulles and his deputy, Charles Cabell and the deputy Director of Plans,
Dick Bissell, was the direct consequence of the Cuban debacle. McCone’s
ceremony was timed to coincide with the November purge at State, and the
president’s remarks resonated throughout the CIA. He limited his remarks
to just four sentences, and the last one was a clear warning: “We want to
welcome you here and to say that you are now living on the bull’s-eye, and
I welcome you to that spot.”454 The threatening way in which Kennedy



likened the CIA to a big target could not have been lost on McCone—or the
rest of the agency for that matter.

In the midst of implementing these important personnel moves,
Kennedy demanded, on November 27, that someone step forward and take
personal responsibility for carrying out his Vietnam policy. The person who
emerged that day as Kennedy’s point man on the Vietnam War was Sectary
of Defense Robert Strange McNamara.

Photograph of Robert S. McNamara.
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Chapter 8

McNamara Takes Charge

“Myself and L”
n November 27, an unusual meeting took place in the White
House.455 It was a meeting on Vietnam, ostensibly arranged by

Taylor, with a curious assortment of people in attendance. Allen Dulles, on
his last official day as CIA Director, was there, but his replacement,
McCone, was not; Lansdale, now in charge of anti-Castro operations—
code-named Mongoose—was also in attendance. Agency for International
Development Administrator Fowler Hamilton, and Bureau of the Budget
Director David Bell were on hand. From the NSC staff, there was
McGeorge Bundy and Walt Rostow, who was moving on to a different job
at State. From State, there were Rusk and U. Alexis Johnson, but the new
number two and three men—Ball and McGhee—were absent, as were
Harriman and Hilsman. From Defense there were three: McNamara,
Lemnitzer, and William Bundy. And, finally, there was Taylor himself,
whose role as Vietnam architect would disappear as a result of this meeting.
The vice president was not there.

Kennedy was not there yet, and the talk rambled on about the problem
of Diem. Alexis Johnson said Diem would not accept a sweeping
reorganization of his government. State’s proposal was to send Lansdale out
as “an explainer” of the U.S. position in order to clear things up. Lansdale
wrote to Hangin’ Sam the next day that the idea was that the U.S. could not
help win the war as long as a “dictator” was in power.456 Taylor and Rostow
claimed this idea wasn’t one of theirs, although, Lansdale added, “I’m
suspicious.” He interpreted the trip proposal in this way: “So, one of the



thoughts being ginned up is that I go over as his personal advisor and,
presumably, clobber him from up close.” Lansdale claimed that in the
meeting he “pointed out that this was a duty without any honor and I’d be
damned if I’d do that.” Lemnitzer’s notes of the meeting show that after
Lansdale finished talking Rusk suggested Nolting be recalled if the next
round of talks with Diem were unproductive. The discussion continued for
a moment or two, and then the president entered the room.

Rusk began to recapitulate the conversation up to that point.
Uninterested, Kennedy turned to Lansdale. Does “our program make
sense?” he asked him. “Yes,” Lansdale replied, but there could be
misunderstanding about what “should be cleared up,” he said, with
calculated ambiguity. After a brief question on a report being prepared in
State,457 Kennedy suddenly unloaded his frustration over the lack of
support for his Vietnam policy. The rest of the meeting was short and
electrifying. “When policy is decided on,” Kennedy declared, “people on
the spot must support it or get out.” Coming after the “massacre” of the
previous day, the effect of this comment could not have been lost on those
present who still had jobs. The president was not finished; he ordered that
there be “whole-hearted support” for his decisions, and demanded to know
who, at the Defense Department, would personally be responsible for
carrying out his Vietnam program.

Those whom Taylor had invited to this meeting had reason to
anticipate Kennedy’s question. Taylor had sent a memorandum informing
them that the president had two questions about the “organization in
Washington”:

(1) Have State-Defense agreed upon the division of responsibilities
for the implementation of the new program?

(2) Whom should the president regard as personally responsible for
the effectiveness of the Washington end of this operation?
(NOTE: The president wishes a proposal to meet this point,
having in mind an individual to be identified with this program
as Mr. Kohler has been for Berlin.)458

McNamara, prepared, answered the question. “Myself and L,” he replied,
the “L” referring to Lemnitzer. McNamara was just being kind to



Lemnitzer, who would be replaced soon by Taylor as Chairman of the JCS.
This exchange is another of the more significant details that have

faded with time. In June 1965, when McNamara was asked what he thought
about scornful references to “McNamara’s War,” he answered that in a
November 1961 conversation with the president, he had “volunteered to
look after the war.”459 Several works on the Vietnam conflict have noted
this comment but all have missed the fact that McNamara was responding
to a demand Kennedy put to his advisors for personal responsibility, a
demand coupled with the explicit threat that anyone who did not support his
policy should “get out.” The president had, on November 22, set the limits
to U.S. participation in the war, and, on November 26, approved a sweeping
change of personnel in the government charged with implementing that
policy. Finally, in this meeting, he called his top advisors to the White
House to discuss what lay ahead and identified the man who would be
personally responsible for executing this effort.

At that moment the baton for Vietnam policy had passed from Taylor
to McNamara, and the Secretary of Defense had an enormously
complicated mess to straighten out. Kennedy’s decision to kill the proposal
for introducing U.S. combat forces into Vietnam left the bureaucracy that
had planned it in disarray. There were many problems ahead, but the two
most vexing were Diem—who had been banking on U.S. intervention—and
U.S. military arrangements on the ground in Vietnam. These arrangements,
too, had been based on the assumption of U.S. intervention, and some,
without authorization from Washington, had already been put in place.

Nolting’s Headaches
For its part, the State Department now had the difficult task of
implementing a policy that had not been foreseen, namely, to convince
Diem to implement reforms in the absence of a clear-cut American
commitment to Vietnam. Nolting cabled Rusk on November 22 that a “very
sad and very disappointed” Diem was brooding over the situation. Diem’s
reaction was relayed through Thuan and then through Nolting to State:

U.S. asking great concessions of [South Vietnamese government]
in realm [of] its sovereignty, in exchange for little additional



help; that this is [a] great disappointment after discussions with
General Taylor involving, in particular, [the] concept of Delta
task force; [and] that Diem seemed to wonder whether US was
getting ready to back out of Vietnam as, he suggested, we had
done in Laos.460

The Taylor plan for combat forces under a flood relief cover had seemed to
Diem the only way to both save the country and preserve his own political
position by avoiding the appearance of massive direct American
intervention.

Kennedy’s decision was a severe blow to Diem. He had planned to
bring together his cabinet and selected members of the assembly to discuss
what Kennedy would propose after Taylor’s return. Diem had consulted
with them during the Taylor visit and they were enthusiastic about bringing
in U.S. combat forces. Diem now argued that the contrast between the
arrangements discussed then and the new U.S. position was “too striking,”
and said he was hesitant to put the American position—meaning reforms
without the assurance of U.S. troops—before his cabinet ministers for fear
they would “lose heart.”461

For the Americans, the prospect of an uncooperative Diem was
unsettling. On November 22, three American ships packed full of men and
equipment had set sail for Vietnam, and were due to arrive in Saigon at the
end of the first week in December. But what if no agreement from Diem
had been received by then? Despite warnings that Diem would never
implement the proposed reforms, on November 22 NSAM-111 had been
finalized and the ships dispatched. One military historian has observed that
the reason McNamara approved all of these military moves so quickly is
that he assumed Diem would “formally agree later” to the U.S. program.462

It was developing into a very awkward situation. Nolting began stalling for
time in Saigon, saying Diem could not be pushed too fast, while at the
November 27 White House meeting Rusk was already talking about
recalling Nolting if Diem did not come around immediately. As the three
American ships laden with helicopters and 430 U.S. servicemen steamed
full ahead toward Vietnam, a first-class diplomatic and public relations
dilemma was in the making.



If Diem would not cooperate, the only alternative appeared to be to
divert the ships. Accordingly, State had informed Nolting as early as
November 25 that the decision on whether ships would proceed directly to
Saigon would depend on the outcome of his negotiations with Diem.463

Even if the Diem problem was solved, final decisions still had to be reached
quickly on how to handle the International Control Commission (ICC)464

and the press. In the interim, the requirements for secrecy left Nolting
sitting on a bombshell in Saigon.

Two hours after the November 27 White House meeting at which
McNamara took charge of Vietnam policy, Rusk sent a cable to Nolting
demanding cooperation from Diem.”465 It directed Nolting to engage in a
“frontal effort” to disabuse Diem of his “misinterpretation” of the new U.S.
proposals. Rusk listed again, all of the “crucial elements” of the required
reforms, saying it was “essential” that Diem make some symbolic moves
“especially for international and American public opinion,” such as putting
a friendly labor leader in some government post or letting some political
prisoners out of jail. In charging the ambassador with this unhappy mission,
Rusk left no room to wiggle. He told Nolting to “promptly return to
Washington” if his discussions were unsatisfactory, and to pass on this
warning to Diem. Wringing reforms out of Diem, however, was only one of
Nolting’s headaches. For Diem was not the only one in Saigon who was
caught off guard by Kennedy’s November decisions. So was the U.S. Air
Force, as Ambassador Nolting found out to his surprise.

The November Kennedy decisions derailed military arrangements that
had been anticipated and, in the case of the U.S. Air Force, that had already
been confidently implemented. American Farm Gate T-28 and SC-47
(Jungle Jim) aircraft that had begun arriving at Than Son Nhut airport near
Saigon as early as November 16 had been placed under a new Air Force
command, the 2d ADVON (Advance Echelon).466 While Farm Gate had a
training mission controlled by the MAAG, the Air Force’s Pacific
Command (PACAF) argued that Farm Gate “had a second mission of
combat operations.” Since MAAGs are not permitted by law to command
operational forces, and the new U.S. combat command—anticipated prior
to November 22—would take time to put into place, PACAF wanted an
advanced echelon of the Pacific 13th Air Force activated in Saigon, and
Admiral Felt (CINCPAC) had authorized it.



The American pilots were told they could conduct combat operations
while training the Vietnamese. This was what General LeMay had told the
Farm Gate detachment commander, Colonel King.467 There was no
misunderstanding that these arrangements for combat were getting ahead of
the game. On the contrary, getting on with the job and letting the paperwork
catch up afterward was the idea. This meant, however, that the
“appearance” of a new American Air Force combat command in Vietnam
would have to be temporarily disguised. This was easily achieved by having
the MAAG Air Force Section Chief, Brigadier General Roland Anthis, also
function as the commander for the new command—the 2d ADVON. In this
latter function, Anthis would not report to General McGarr (MAAG), but
directly to PACAF’s 13th Air Force.

Anthis took control of four Farm Gate detachments, one of them the
2d ADVON staff itself, before the Kennedy decisions promulgated in
NSAM-111. Anthis assumed command on November 20, sharing space
with the MAAG Air Force section in the Brink Hotel in downtown Saigon.
It was an audacious move by PACAF and Admiral Felt, but it should be
reemphasized here that they were counting on Kennedy approving a U.S.
ground combat role in Vietnam, a role that would require U.S. bombers and
close air support to protect the troops. The command arrangements might
well have gone unnoticed for some time, except that Anthis made a decision
that brought them to light.

Unaware of the turn of events in the White House, General Anthis
decided to move 2d ADVON to a location more convenient for controlling
his operating units—into a building next to the headquarters of the
Vietnamese Air Force on the air base at Tan Son Nhut. His new Vietnamese
Air Force neighbors had not heard about any new U.S. Air Force command,
and were naturally “puzzled by Anthis’ presence.”468 In Anthis’ estimation,
he commanded all American operational air forces in Vietnam, including
Jungle Jim forces, the air control and warning unit, the units scheduled to
arrive for defoliant operations, and even some units in Thailand as well.
However, in view of the deliberate attempt to avoid the appearance of a new
command, his decision to move his headquarters to Tan Son Nhut was
surprising. Perhaps even more surprised than the Vietnamese Air Force was
the American ambassador.

The problem for Nolting and everyone else in Saigon after November
22, was that he still wasn’t sure just what had been decided back in



Washington. On that day, he had sent a long list of items he needed
clarified. When he discovered Anthis’ new headquarters two days later,
Nolting still had not heard back from State, which was, at that very
moment, reeling from the “massacre” at the hands of Kennedy. Nolting was
angry when he discovered what Anthis was up to—it was at the least both
an illegal and presumptuous operation. Yet, Nolting was also puzzled and
perhaps confused because he had no way of knowing how high up the
decision to form 2d ADVON had been made. Consequently, Nolting
directed Anthis to delay further expansion of 2d ADVON until clarification
was received from Washington.

The explanation for all of the confusion was quite simple: in
Washington Kennedy had shattered the plans for American intervention and
now Nolting was picking up the pieces in Saigon. He cabled Rusk on
November 25, explaining what he had learned “yesterday” from Anthis. He
was careful to state that he had no beef with Anthis and that he was not
“specifically” objecting to the 2d ADVON, but protested that he found it
“incomprehensible” that a new U.S. military headquarters could be
established in Vietnam without consulting either himself or the government
there.469 Nolting asked for a “precise understanding” that any “combat or
quasi-combat operations” carried out by 2d ADVON be cleared in advance
by him. He signed off with the words “please instruct urgently.”

When Admiral Felt caught wind of Nolting’s protest, he suddenly
decided, after a “fresh study,” not to call 2d ADVON a new “headquarters,”
but simply a “facility.” He instructed Anthis to return to his MAAG office
and “conduct his advance echelon business” through Detachment 7 in
Saigon.470 This was not an order to cease combat operations, but simply a
way to lower visibility. At this point, the story takes an even more
remarkable turn. Anthis became obdurate, and simply refused to see the
Farm Gate commander in charge of the air strikes, Colonel King, when he
asked for clarification. King was seen instead by the 2d ADVON operations
officer, who “speculated” that it was unlikely Farm Gate would be cleared
even for daylight combat. However, King, who was a long way from
Washington, did things his own way:

King’s officers then borrowed several aerial flares from the
Vietnamese, pressed an SC-47 into service for improvised flare
drops, and under the illumination made strike passes with their T-



28s. Colonel King went back to Saigon and reported that his unit
could make night attacks.471

All Nolting’s actions had produced, then, was a prohibition on American air
strikes during daylight. He also tried tattling on Anthis’ new organization to
the South Vietnamese, but was informed their government had no objection
to 2d ADVON.

What happened next is typical of how events on opposite sides of the
planet can become entangled as messages literally pass each other en route.
Felt instructed General McGarr to calm Nolting down; McGarr waited one
day—probably to get the story straight with Anthis—and then met with
Nolting on the 28th. Nolting immediately sent a cable to State, saying
McGarr had explained that 2d ADVON was not a headquarters “at this
time” but might be later after “certain” covert operations were authorized.
Nolting added he was also told “we may if asked deny publicly and
officially” to the South Vietnamese government that any new U.S.
command and headquarters had been established in Vietnam.”472 Nolting
asked the Department if all of this was correct, and added, perhaps with
some irritation, that he would “appreciate” advance notice of plans to
initiate “covert operations” using 2d ADVON.

Only hours before Nolting sat down in Saigon to write this cable,
Kennedy had delivered his order for people to comply with his policy or get
out. It was just two hours after that meeting that Rusk cabled Nolting with a
demand for cooperation from Diem, and four minutes after that cable,
another one was sent to Nolting with the answer to his original November
25 question about 2d ADVON. Nolting was in the process of signing his
own cable, acknowledging his understanding of a covert operations role for
2d ADVON, when he was handed both of the cables from State. The one on
2d ADVON directed that “no public information should be volunteered”
about it, that McGarr had been told to explain it fully to him (which, of
course, had just taken place), that no new command or headquarters had
been authorized, and that the status of 2d ADVON was “undetermined
pending prerequisite high level Washington decisions.”473 After reading
this, Nolting tacked an additional line onto his new cable saying: “Matter
satisfactorily resolved.” Resolved for the time being at Nolting’s level,



perhaps, but not in Washington. The thorny question of U.S. air strikes, like
many others, would now fall on the desk of Robert McNamara.

The day was not over in Saigon, however, and before long Nolting
was on the wire again with another cable relaying still another of his many
headaches: the approaching American ships.474 The November 28 issue of
Pacific Stars and Stripes had printed a story saying the Military Sea
Transport Service (MSTS) had confirmed that the ships had set sail the
previous Tuesday for Saigon, carrying new U.S. troops and helicopters. The
MAAG and embassy cables about the ships had all been sent at the secret or
top secret level due to the classified nature of the activity and the fact that
no agreement had been reached with Diem. This MSTS confirmation to the
press was a serious security breach at the worst possible time. The MSTS
had also been sending cables about the ships’ movements and contents in
the clear. Two had been received by the American Naval attaché in the
Saigon Embassy, the first asking for diplomatic clearance for one of the
ships, the Core, to dock and unload in Saigon, and the second one
discussing the Core’s sailing orders.

Nolting relayed all of this disturbing news to Washington, along with
reassurance that he would not permit the naval attaché to request clearance
from the Vietnamese “until I have been advised that movement of
helicopter companies to South Vietnam has been finally approved.” His
cable prompted a short but emphatic two-sentence cable, sent that same
evening, from the State Department, to all concerned agencies. It read:

Supersedes all previous messages. Do not give other than routine
cooperation to correspondents on coverage [of] current military
activities in Vietnam. [Make] No comment at all on classified
activities.”475

The fact was that the men and equipment aboard the approaching ships
were a major breach of the 1954 Geneva Accords, and even though the U.S.
was not technically a signatory to them, the Eisenhower administration had
stayed within their terms. Kennedy was naturally nervous about public
knowledge that he was going beyond them.

The year 1961 had been a year of failure for American policy, while
the insurgency had expanded and gained momentum. Now American policy



was moving at top speed, trying to make up for lost time, but without
paying careful attention to the problems of public disclosure and
congressional involvement. In the confusion and hectic pace of decision
making at this point, a reason always seemed to present itself for
withholding this or that action from public view. The ultimate decision to
keep the details of U.S. policy classified, however, was Kennedy’s alone.
These little secrets quickly accumulated and grew, like chambers in a
hornet’s nest.

By December 4, Nolting had managed to nurse Diem along to the
point where he was prepared to offer some form of lip service to the U.S.
demands for reform, the details of which Nolting relayed in a memo of
understanding to Washington.476 With the Core only a few days away from
Saigon, and U.S. preparations for implementing the increased military effort
gathering speed in Washington, Rusk decided this was the most that could
be squeezed out of Diem. Accordingly, Nolting was informed that, while
Diem had not “gone as far as we would like,” the text of the memo of
understanding was a “sufficient basis upon which to move ahead.”477

Nolting was told to arrange for an exchange of letters between Diem and
Kennedy. Diem’s letter, a request for increased U.S. aid, was publicly
released, along with Kennedy’s reply granting it, on December 15.478

Diem’s letter, which did not give any firm commitment for reforms, had
actually been written in Washington.479

At this time, the State Department also decided how the new program
would be publicly justified. The decision, which was cabled to Nolting on
December 5, rejected the ambassador’s earlier November 21 proposal to
“further develop” the U.S. position on the Geneva Accords, by which he
had meant redefining the troops ceiling so that Washington could be “more
direct and forthright about increased U.S. military personnel in
Vietnam.”480 State told Nolting that a sudden increase in the ceiling from
888 to 3,500 men would cast “serious doubt” on U.S. credibility, “would
impress no one and would not redound to our credit.”481 Instead, the new
program would be justified on the grounds that Hanoi had first breached the
Accords. When the North Vietnamese “end their aggressive acts and resume
their observance of [the] Geneva Accords, these measures of support can be
terminated,” the public would be told. In order to advertise Hanoi’s
aggression, Rusk held a press conference on December 8 to announce the



release of a report entitled “A Threat to the Peace: North Vietnam’s Effort
to Conquer South Vietnam.”482

By mid-December, then, the twin problems of public justification and
Diem’s response to the new Kennedy commitments had been handled—
juggled would be a more apt description—to the extent that they no longer
posed a threat to proceeding with implementation of the new U.S. program.
There remained one final issue to resolve: the new American command
structure for Vietnam.

“Ahead Full Blast”
Ambassador Nolting was not the only one who was anxious to know how
the terms of NSAM-111 would be translated into actions. By approving that
NSAM, Kennedy had authorized immediate actions to “provide such new
terms of reference, reorganization and additional personnel for United
States military forces as are required for increased United States military
assistance” to Vietnam.483 Actually, the Joint Chiefs had, at McNamara’s
direction, been working on these actions, particularly the new command
arrangements, before NSAM-111 was approved. The NSAM’s provisions
on the new terms of reference for the military were identical to those of the
joint State-Defense memorandum tabled at the key November 11 NSC
meeting at which the NSAM was first discussed.484 What McNamara and
the Joint Chiefs did not know and had not anticipated as that meeting broke
up was that the key provision of the joint memorandum—to commit U.S.
combat forces to Vietnam—would be disapproved by the president a week
later.

Two days after the November 11 meeting, McNamara, still
anticipating a decision to commit U.S. combat forces, had sent Lemnitzer
two memos. The first485 was a general order to press “forward with all
possible speed” on all the actions listed in paragraph 3 of the joint
memorandum.486 McNamara now singled out one of these actions for
special attention, and it was that action that was the subject of the second
memo to Lemnitzer.487 In it, McNamara asked for the “earliest possible”
recommendations along with a draft order from the Joint Chiefs on a new
command structure for South Vietnam. McNamara wanted a new U.S.
commander to assume responsibility for all activities, including intelligence



operations, and to “report directly to the JCS and thence to me for all
operational purposes.” By dropping CINCPAC out of the chain of
command, McNamara was attempting to keep control as close to himself as
possible. He also solicited personal recommendations from the chiefs as to
who this new commander would be. Finally, the secretary wanted to know
which organization and people in the Joint Staff (under the JCS) would
keep tabs on “the operation” for the chiefs and himself, and directed that
they should expect to send reports to the president “on a twice-a-week basis
until further notice.”

McNamara had asked, “for obvious reasons,” that this matter be kept
quiet. Preparing for full-fledged intervention in Vietnam and organizing it
as a theater of war reporting straight to the chiefs was a sensitive matter,
especially since the president had not yet rendered any decision. He said
that he would personally handle the necessary discussions with the State
Department. By the time the Joint Chiefs responded to McNamara on
November 22,488 Kennedy had already shot down the proposal to send U.S.
combat troops to Vietnam. Apparently referring to Kennedy’s rejection as
“current guidance as to the nature of the mission and the magnitude of US
forces to be assigned to the new command,” the chiefs ruled out two of the
three command structures they had been considering. These two were a
unified command under the JCS and a joint task force under the JCS, both
of which were tantamount, like McNamara’s, to setting up a war theater of
operations, structures clearly unwarranted in view of Kennedy’s decision.

The JCS proposed the creation of a unified subordinate command
under CINCPAC “similar to those already established in Korea, Taiwan and
Japan,” which would have service component commanders and would be
over the existing MAAG. The command’s title was to be “United States
Forces, Vietnam (USFV),” and the commander’s title “COMUS Vietnam.”
The commander would have “operational” command over all U.S. forces in
Vietnam, including the MAAG, and report directly to CINCPAC. He would
also be “co-equal” to the U.S. Ambassador as far as his status in country
was concerned.

Since Kennedy had ruled out intervention, the JCS proposal meant
that the new person in charge would be mainly a titular commander. He
would be in direct command of the operational side of the effort—which
would now be small—and have only indirect command over the principal
and far larger advisory effort. Even though subordinate to the new



commander, the MAAG Chief would still have direct control over most of
the U.S. forces in Vietnam. The JCS appear to have followed McNamara’s
instructions to keep their plans quiet, as Nolting’s November 22 cable,
asking what was meant by the new terms of reference, indicates. One
person who was informed was Taylor,489 and he used his knowledge of the
situation and his position as Kennedy’s closest military advisor to preserve
as much authority as possible for the new job. This he did because he
expected the assignment to go to his old friend and protégé, General Paul D.
Harkins.

Meanwhile, on November 27, McNamara, having just “volunteered”
to take care of Vietnam for the president, returned to the Pentagon and laid
out a plan of attack in a meeting that night. He cabled this plan to Felt and
McGarr the following day.490 He said the situation in Vietnam was
“obviously causing great concern” in Washington, and that he would be
keeping “continuous personal contact” with the situation, starting with “a
first meeting” at Pacific Command headquarters in Hawaii on December
16. The uncertainty of Diem’s position and doubts about his willingness to
reform, “must not prevent us from going ahead full blast . . . on all possible
actions short of [the] large scale introduction of U.S. combat forces.” The
timing for implementing these actions would be affected by political
developments, he said, “but we cannot let this slow down our making all
necessary preparations and movements.” He had already reached a “series
of decisions,” which would be sent directly.

Operation “Beef-Up”
These decisions became known collectively as Operation Beef-Up,491 a
comprehensive package of military actions taken to step up the war effort in
South Vietnam. The first Beef-Up report listed every one of these actions
along with the status and future required decisions for each. It reveals the
extensive nature of the new American equipment and technology sent to
Vietnam as well as details on the servicemen who began to arrive in large
numbers to operate and maintain the equipment and train the South
Vietnamese.

McNamara approved the deployment of the 8th and 57th U.S. Army
Light Helicopter Companies, with maintenance detachments, all of which



had departed San Francisco on board the Core on November 22 and were
scheduled to arrive in Saigon on December 10. A third company was
alerted for action and expected to be ready by December 15. Each company
was equipped with twenty-two helicopters (twenty H-21s and two H-13s in
each company).492 These helicopters would give the South Vietnamese
Army a mobility it had not known before and, indeed, the helicopter was
destined to play a major role in the war. Fifteen T-28C light aviation Navy
planes were put aboard the Core to be given temporarily to South Vietnam’s
Air Force until the arrival of thirty modified T-28B (NOMAD) planes in
March 1962. Two U.S. Air Force mobile training teams were formed and
expected to arrive in Saigon on December 5 to begin training the
Vietnamese to fly and maintain these aircraft. McNamara also approved the
provision of nine L-20 light observation aircraft to the South Vietnamese
Air Force, and these were expected to be available by January 1.

CINCPAC was already reviewing the need to augment the Pacific Air
Force transportation capability with a new unit in South Vietnam.493 For air
reconnaissance and photography, CINCPAC activated Project Able Mable
at Don Muang air base in Thailand on November 11. Able Mable consisted
of four RF-101 aircraft flying missions over South Vietnam and Laos, with
a photo-processing element in Saigon for the film from the missions over
Vietnam. Thought was being given to augmenting the sixty-seven U.S. Air
Force servicemen operating the surveillance and height-finding radar at Tan
Son Nhut airfield near Saigon with 300 more USAF personnel, to establish
a limited Tactical Air Control System (TACS).494

The CIA took the lead in planning actions to improve the political
intelligence system. To improve military intelligence, several plans were
being developed by the JCS. These included a Joint Intelligence Group
(JIG) under the Vietnamese Joint General Staff and operated with U.S.
guidance; augmentation of Vietnamese intelligence organs and the MAAG
intelligence (J-2) section with more people; and the establishment of a
separate counterintelligence organization in the South Vietnamese Army.495

A series of actions was directed to improve Vietnamese naval
planning, operations, logistics, and intelligence, but more emphasis was
placed on more efficient utilization of available resources. The MAAG was
given the lead in these matters, while the JCS accelerated the development
of plans for coastal surveillance and control and other U.S. and South
Vietnamese naval force requirements. Measures to expedite training and



equipping of the Vietnamese Civil Guard (CG) and Self Defense Corps
(SDC) were also directed, including new U.S. weapons and equipment and
207 more American advisors.496

McNamara approved 734 additional personnel for the MAAG, mostly
military advisors, all of whom were to be phased in prior to March 31,
1962.497 On the matter of the new command structure, however, lips were
still sealed in the Pentagon, and the Beef-Up paper only noted that the JCS
had submitted recommendations for a new subordinate unified commander.
The Beef-Up report listed two actions under the heading “Collateral
Actions Pending or Approved.” The first was defoliant operations, which, it
said, were being considered by the State Department. Some military
preparations for defoliation had already been made, including the
installation of equipment on Vietnamese aircraft, the delivery of chemicals
to Saigon, planning for delivery of more chemicals, and the reconfiguration
of six American C-123 aircraft for defoliant operations.498

The other “collateral” action was the final deployment of all Jungle
Jim aircraft and full utilization of this detachment. As of November 22,
eight T-28s and four SC-47s had arrived at Bien Hoa airfield in South
Vietnam, while the remaining four RB-26s in Taiwan were being modified,
presumably for combat operations of some sort. The report noted that
McNamara had approved an advisory and training function for Jungle Jim;
that these missions were being executed; that the USAF personnel were in
uniform; and that the planes had Vietnamese markings. Their combat role
was, of course, a sensitive subject, and a sore one with Ambassador
Nolting. It would dominate McNamara’s first meeting with his Pacific
commanders.

The First SECDEF Conference
On December 16, 1961, Secretary McNamara arrived in Honolulu to
convene the first of eight SECDEF conferences he would hold on the
Vietnam War during the Kennedy presidency. Admiral Felt hosted the
meeting in his CINCPAC headquarters at Camp Smith, Honolulu, and
William Bundy and General Lemnitzer accompanied McNamara from the
Pentagon. Nolting and McGarr also flew in from Saigon. That not all was
yet in place to permit the new Kennedy program to proceed was evident



from the outset early in the morning. Disagreements over agenda item
number five, command relationships for the new American military
structure, caused this item to be dropped from the formal proceedings.499

McNamara, Nolting, and Felt met privately to discuss the festering
command problem.500

At the conference opening, McNamara announced his intention to
have these SECDEF conferences once a month for the next three months,
and set forth the following three tenets:

c. We have great authority from the president.
d. Money is no object.
e. The one restriction is [that] combat troops will not be

introduced.501

Point e came through loud and clear. A memo by Felt’s political advisor,
Edwin Martin, who attended, stated that McNamara had stressed that the
primary effort of the U.S. military establishment was behind South
Vietnam, and that “we could have practically anything we wanted short of
combat troops.”502

Kennedy’s decision against U.S. ground combat forces, of course, did
not settle the issue of what Air Force combat operations might be
permissible, whether incidental to training missions, or direct air combat in
support of Vietnamese ground and air operations. In fact, the decision
against U.S. ground combat forces tended to heighten the importance of
U.S. air operations, as they were the principal means left for directly
harnessing U.S. firepower to South Vietnamese military operations.
McNamara apparently viewed the need for U.S. air combat operations as
crucial enough to approve them himself at the conference, prior to having
resolved with Rusk and Kennedy the new command structure required for
such operations.

Prior to the SECDEF conference, the combat role of Farm Gate had
been contentious. To begin with, the Jungle Jim personnel, known as “air
commandos” at their home (Elgin) air base in Florida, had been specially
selected after intense physical training and psychiatric screening. The result,
however, according to Futrell’s Air Force History, was a group not
“mentally attuned to teaching members of other cultures or in fact to



perform a training mission—they were combat-oriented.”503 Their air
commando uniforms—an Australian bush hat, fatigues, and combat boots—
had been personally picked by General LeMay. Many proved unable to
work with Asian officers, says Furtrell, and this did not lend itself well to
the training part of their mission.

Secondly, the controversy over their mission and lack of combat had
lowered morale, says Futrell. Consequently, when Admiral Felt had ordered
PACAF’s General O’Donnell to “ready” plans for operations on December
4, O’Donnell went beyond this and immediately authorized Farm Gate to
fly combat missions as long as one South Vietnamese was on board the
aircraft being used.504 Two days later, the JCS approved combat missions
under the same restriction.505 On December 8, Felt had approved the
activation of a tactical air control system, paving the way for the start of the
operation. The draft plan of the 13th Air Force submitted on December 10,
made it clear that both “advisory and training” and “combat actions” in
support of the South Vietnamese were to be conducted. Nolting, however,
put a damper on these plans by issuing an order on December 15 that no
combat missions of any kind could be flown without his prior consent.

Thus, by the time of the SECDEF conference, the issue of air combat
had been boiling for some time. Felt was obviously unhappy with Nolting’s
constraints, and he argued at the conference that Farm Gate should not wait
for “tailor-made” jobs. Although Felt was careful to frame his argument in
terms of training, his point seems to have been that combat incidental to
training missions could not, in any practical sense, be cleared with Nolting
before the missions occurred. Discussion on agenda item number four, “The
status of plans to achieve United States objectives in Vietnam,” resulted in
the go-ahead for U.S. air combat in the war on the basis of a verbal
statement by McNamara. Jungle Jim (Farm Gate), he said, “is to be used for
training and operational missions in South Vietnam with Vietnamese riding
in the rear seats.”506 [Emphasis added]

McNamara’s decree made Felt’s discourse on incidental combat
academic. The secretary reiterated his approval of combat missions with a
Vietnamese aboard, and directed Felt to monitor such flights closely and
use them only for “important jobs.” Nolting’s order was thus obsolete less
than twenty-four hours after he had rendered it. Four days after the
conference, Felt informed PACAF that, besides training Vietnamese, they



could conduct “all kinds of conventional combat and combat support
flights” as long as a Vietnamese was along for the ride.507

The next incident in the history of U.S. air combat in the war deserves
special attention. Although McNamara took it upon himself to approve U.S.
air combat operations in the war, some thought still had to be given on how
to approach the president on this matter. A plan was developed—by whom
it is not clear—to be carried out by a combination of State Department
status reports and General Taylor. We know about this from a December 19
memo to Taylor from his Military Assistant, Worth Bagley. An obscure
footnote in the official State Department history describes the contents of
the Bagley memo to Taylor:

The Embassy in Saigon was being told to delay the start of
Jungle Jim operations with US- [South Vietnamese government]
crews until December 22. In the meantime, the Department of
State, in transmitting the December 21 status report on Vietnam
to the president, would inform him that the combined crew
operations in Jungle Jim aircraft would begin soon. According to
Bagley, “If there is no reaction from the White House, Saigon
will be given an affirmative answer. Mr. Bundy is aware of this
procedure which I gather is an agreed approach to avoid pinning
down the president.”508

The plan was executed on December 21. Taylor sent the State Department
weekly status report to the president in Bermuda, where he was meeting
with British Prime Minister Macmillan.509 Taylor’s cover memo informed
Kennedy that among the units soon to enter into active operations were
“Jungle Jim aircraft on combat missions with combined U.S.-[South
Vietnamese government] crews aboard as part of combat crew training
requirements. The aircraft will bear [South Vietnamese government]
markings.” The president did not react. U.S. air combat in Vietnam could
now proceed.

It is interesting to see how this policy was actually implemented in
Vietnam itself. Prior to the conference, U.S. crews were flying combat
missions alone under the proviso that these missions were only those the
Vietnamese were unable to perform. Farm Gate Detachment Commander



Colonel King had secured pure combat missions—that is, not training
associated—by proving the American T-28s and B-26s could fly night
missions, missions that, for a variety of reasons, the South Vietnamese were
not able to perform. Since the Viet Cong operated mostly at night in any
case, the need for such flights was obvious. The new rear seat rule
“surprised and disappointed” Colonel King. He later admitted he had
resisted the new instructions, received from the 2d ADVON commander,
General Anthis, and questioned defiantly whether the backseat training was
a “cover for combat or the primary mission.”510 This requirement was
“grudgingly” implemented, and the Vietnamese liked riding in the rear seats
even less than the Americans liked having them there. “Backseat combat
training,” according to the Air Force History, “was more political than
practical.”511

Taylor’s December 21 cover memo to Kennedy also pointed out that
the two U.S. helicopter companies, which had just arrived in Vietnam on
December 11, would be “operational on December 25 and January 5.” The
president did not react to this either, but one may wonder what his reaction
might have been if instead he had been reading the memo that Martin, Felt’s
advisor, sent to State’s Cottrell. That memo said that “U.S. transport aircraft
such as the C-123s and the helicopter companies are being sent to SVN for
combat support activities, not for ‘taxi service.’”512 Actually, the source of
this comment was McNamara himself, and he had made it to underscore
that his single objective was “to win the battle.”513 Both Lemnitzer and
McNamara “brought a sense of immediacy to the conference,” said Martin.
“They wanted concrete actions that would begin to show results in 30 days.
They were not interested in projects to be completed in 1963.”514

On December 19, at a meeting of the National Security Council,
General Lemnitzer gave a brief report to Kennedy on the first SECDEF
conference. The only surviving record of his remarks are notes prepared by
Vice President Johnson’s military assistant, Air Force Colonel Howard
Burris.515 Burris wrote that “Lemnitzer reported certain details of the
meeting which he and Secretary McNamara had at Honolulu with Nolting,
McGarr and Felt.” Burris’ choice of the words “certain details” was an
allusive way of telling the vice president that Lemnitzer had not told the
president other important details about the conference. To make sure
Johnson knew what “details” Lemnitzer had not disclosed to the president,
Burris added the following parenthetical sentence:



(He did not mention Secretary McNamara’s principal statement
at the meeting to the effect that the United States had made the
decision to pursue the Vietnam affair with vigor and that all
reasonable amounts of resources could be placed at the disposal
of the commanders in the area.)

It was a curious omission by Lemnitzer, almost as though he didn’t want the
president to know what they were actually doing. Obviously Burris thought
it was significant enough to point out to Johnson. What Kennedy did not
know about, he did not have to disapprove.

Lemay’s Lament
In retrospect, it is worth noting that McNamara’s position inherently denied
the basic argument the JCS had been making all along, namely, that in order
to win, U.S. combat troops were necessary. McNamara was saying, in
effect, that the U.S. was going to win without sending combat troops. On
this point, Martin’s memo is particularly incisive: “In closing the
conference [McNamara] said our job was to win in South Vietnam, and if
we weren’t winning to tell him what was needed to win.”

Many in the U.S. military felt Kennedy’s program would not be
sufficient to defeat the Viet Cong. General LeMay was particularly upset.
He later claimed that none of the Joint Chiefs at the time believed the
program was “anything except some diplomatic fiddling around” with a
little more aid.516 On December 5, the Joint Chiefs met to discuss the
situation. LeMay described both the proposals of McNamara and Rusk and
the measures finally approved by Kennedy as inadequate.517 He argued that
the Secretaries of State and Defense had obscured, played down, or
otherwise delayed the decisive actions necessary to combat the communist
threat to the United States. LeMay was anxious to defeat the communists in
Southeast Asia, which, in his view was the best place for a showdown. He
reasoned that “U.S. military intervention in Southeast Asia, including the
use of nuclear weapons, could be followed by many layers of escalation
before the ultimate confrontation would occur.”518 [Emphasis added]

The December 5 JCS meeting itself, as well as LeMay’s indignation,
appear curiously out of place in retrospect. After all, the president had



listened to interventionist proposals for the previous eight months, not just
on Vietnam, but on Cuba and Laos as well. His answer on Vietnam was no,
an answer he put in concrete on November 22, and followed up with key
personnel changes at State to enforce it. Nevertheless, LeMay apparently
did not regard the matter as finished. At the December 5 meeting, he urged
the Joint Chiefs to pressure the president again to deploy substantial U.S.
forces in Vietnam. LeMay wanted the chiefs to press for a “high-level”
accord that would produce a “clear statement of U.S. objectives,” and to tell
McNamara “timely, positive military actions are essential.” The forces he
had in mind included an Army brigade task force, a Marine division
accompanied by an air wing, and three tactical Air Force units: a fighter
squadron, a bomber squadron, and a reconnaissance task force. Nothing less
than these forces, he argued, would prevent the loss of South Vietnam and
“ultimately of Southeast Asia.”

The upshot of the meeting was a decision by the Joint Chiefs to have
the Joint Strategic Survey Council examine the rationale for deploying U.S.
troops to South Vietnam. This council was composed of senior officers free
from the constraints of daily decisions and supposedly capable of taking a
detached view of politico-military issues.519 Their dispassionate
conclusions were rendered in just forty-eight hours. Their report argued that
the deteriorating military situation and “tenuous character” of South
Vietnam’s government made it “imperative that the United States
government take the initiative.” They urged the dispatch of combat forces
by the United States and its Asian allies, and a “military command and
modus operandi in South Vietnam which will assure loyalty and maximum
combat effectiveness in the campaign against the communists.” The Joint
Strategic Council report also had this to say about Kennedy’s advisory
program: “The recently authorized measures, even when implemented, will
prove to be inadequate.”

On January 13, 1962, the Joint Chiefs sent to the president their most
strongly worded memo yet on the strategic importance of Southeast Asia,
and Vietnam in particular.520 Ostensibly written by Lemnitzer for
McNamara, the chiefs asked McNamara to send this stink bomb on to
Kennedy. This McNamara did, along with his own comment that he did not
endorse it.521 The memo was extraordinary. In it, the chiefs described the
stakes in Vietnam as incredibly high, and said they had done all they could
under the restraints of the president’s program. They then offered their



views, in emphatic and foreboding language, as to what should be done
should his program fail. Their solution, of course, was to send U.S. combat
troops to Vietnam, and since it was their last discourse on this subject until
after Kennedy’s death, it will be examined here in detail.

Since the prevention of communist domination in South Vietnam was
an “unalterable objective” of the United States, the chiefs began, the
military objective “must be to take expeditiously all actions necessary to
defeat communist aggression” there. The chiefs stated categorically that
“the fall of South Vietnam to communist control would mean the eventual
communist domination of all of the Southeast Asian mainland.” Air access
to 5,300 miles of mainland coastline would be “lost to us,” they said. U.S.
allies and neutral India would be “outflanked,” and the last significant
British military strength in Asia would be “eliminated” with the loss of
Singapore and Malaya. Then all of the Indonesian archipelago could come
under Soviet “domination,” and “would become a communist base posing a
threat against Australia and New Zealand.” The “Sino-Soviet Bloc” would
get control of the eastern access to the Indian Ocean, and the Philippines
and Japan could be pressured to assume “at best, a neutralist role,”
eliminating “two of our major bases of defense in the Western Pacific.”
After painting this grim picture of the long chain of dominoes that would
fall if Vietnam were lost, the chiefs said they wished to “reaffirm their
position” that the U.S. “must prevent” the loss of all these areas and extend
its influence “in such a manner as to negate the possibility of any future
communist encroachment.”

The chiefs then turned to the problems with the president’s program,
pointing out that they had already implemented or authorized all of the
recommended courses of action in keeping with his decision that “we must
advise and support South Vietnam but not at this time engage unilaterally in
combat.” Unfortunately, they said, U.S. aid was “not being properly
employed by the South Vietnamese government and major portions of the
agreement have either not been carried out or are being delayed by Diem.”
One thing the chiefs did not recommend, however, was to get rid of Diem.
They said achieving U.S. objectives would be more difficult without him
than with him, and argued that a “strong approach” be made to Diem to
establish a “satisfactory basis for cooperation.” Otherwise, they predicted
the “failure of our joint efforts to save Vietnam from communist conquest.”



Their point was not to ask what to do if Vietnam fell to the
communists because of Diem. What they really wanted to talk about was
what to do if Diem cooperated and Kennedy’s plan still failed. The chiefs
granted, in one brief sentence, that “vigorous prosecution of the campaign
with current and planned assets could reverse the current trend.” But what if
this failed? Their comments were both lengthy and pointed. If Diem
cooperated fully and South Vietnam’s armed forces were used effectively,
they said, and the Viet Cong was still not brought under control, then they
saw “no alternative to the introduction of U.S. military combat forces along
with those forces of the free Asian nations that can be persuaded to
participate.” In any consideration arising from unacceptable results obtained
despite Diem’s full cooperation, the chiefs asked that:

…you again consider the recommendation provided you by
JCSM-320-61, dated 10 May 1961, that a decision be made to
deploy suitable U.S. forces to South Vietnam. … We are of the
opinion that failure to do so under such circumstances will
merely extend the date when such action must be taken and will
make our ultimate task proportionately more difficult.

The chiefs’ position boiled down to this: if Diem didn’t cooperate, the
program would fail; if Diem did cooperate the program could succeed; but
it might not, in which case the U.S. must commit combat troops. The very
idea of the chiefs sending the president a memo saying they wanted to send
combat troops if Diem cooperated and the program still failed was
audacious and even presumptuous. The chiefs were not asking for a
decision. Their only purpose seems to have been to register a curious sort of
protest for the record, saying: Vietnam is a vital U.S. interest; we told you a
year ago to send combat troops, but you didn’t listen; we’ve done
everything you asked for in your program and if it falls apart we still want
to send in combat troops; and if you fail to do it then, it will only make our
job more difficult when we have to do it anyway.
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Part Three

The Deceivers and the Deceived



A

Chapter 9

The Creation of MACV

“Vietnam’s Year of Decision is 1962”
s things stood in January 1962, still one month before the creation of
the Military Assistance Command, Vietnam (MACV), the reporting

from the MAAG, the Joint Chiefs, and U.S. national intelligence estimates
all agreed: the war was going very badly. The reports emanating from the
intelligence section of the United States Army Pacific Command (USAR-
PAC) agreed too. Then an odd and important change occurred. To
comprehend it, one must understand the way in which military information
flowed. A brief word about the operational and intelligence chains of
command in the Pacific theater is in order.

In military parlance, the Commander-in-Chief of the Pacific
(CINCPAC), who rules from his roost in Honolulu, is in charge of a
“unified command,” meaning that unified under his authority are other
commands. These other commands are from each branch of the Armed
Forces, and are called “component commands,” meaning that each one is a
component, whether the Army, Navy, or Air Force component, under the
parent—in this case Pacific— “unified command.” For example, the Army
component command under CINCPAC is the U.S. Army Pacific Command
(USARPAC). So much for Honolulu, what about Saigon? After many
arguments over who should be the parent organization for the new MACV,
it was decided to put it under CINCPAC. Since MACV was under
CINCPAC, it was called a “subordinate command.”

All three organizations, CINCPAC, USARPAC, and MACV, had their
own intelligence sections. MACV and USARPAC could talk to each other
“laterally,” so to speak, but both reported directly to CINCPAC.



USARPAC’s intelligence section, like MACV’s, analyzed and reported on
the battlefield situation in Vietnam. That it did so independently of MACV
was fortunate, because a comparison of the different reporting from these
two intelligence elements yields invaluable insights into the history of the
Vietnam War during 1962 and 1963. MACV’s intelligence section,
however, would provide the key assessments of the battlefield, relayed by
CINCPAC, to be read by all of official Washington. The USARPAC
assessments, which presented a completely different view of the war than
MACV’s, were rarely seen outside of Hawaii. The USARPAC Intelligence
Bulletins, published on the first day of each month, were high-quality
reports, based in part on raw data received directly from Army Security
Agency units in Vietnam. That these reports were so different from
MACV’s reporting is revealed for the first time in this work; why they
were, is a matter that we will return to in subsequent chapters.

Again, as the year opened, there was little doubt as to the moribund
state of the war effort. The January 1, 1962, USARPAC Intelligence
Bulletin said that, statistical ups and downs aside, Viet Cong operations
were continuing at a “very high rate,” and added, “nothing indicates this
trend might be reversed.”522 The report described a captured document
taken from a Viet Cong agent on the outskirts of Saigon that suggested a
recent slackening in large-scale communist attacks was “a lull before the
storm.” An apparent “guide to future Viet Cong policy,” the captured
document instructed all Viet Cong units in South Vietnam to anticipate “a
large-scale operation in the near future.” The USARPAC article added its
view that the Viet Cong had “the power to launch such an operation.”

The USARPAC intelligence analysts saw this upcoming operation as
part of the enemy’s long-range strategy, and said the communists were in no
hurry. Things were already going well for the Viet Cong, and no significant
changes in the pattern of their activity over the next six months was
envisioned, except, perhaps, a gradual increase “in scope and tempo.” The
Bulletin predicted the certainty of “several large-scale attacks” to dramatize
Diem’s weaknesses and lower morale. The analyst concluded, gloomily,
“The year of 1961 decided the fate of Laos, and perhaps of all Indochina;
Vietnam’s year of decision is 1962.”

The title of the lead article in the February 1 Bulletin continued to
reflect unqualified pessimism about the battlefield situation: “Next Few
Months May Determine South Vietnam’s Fate,” it announced.523 “The war



continues to drag on,” the article said, and added, “the nation’s fate is
precarious.” A review of the casualty figures for all of 1961 was ominous:
Viet Cong casualties were set at 19,000, up 50 percent from 1960, while
government casualties were set at 12,000, up 100 percent from 1960.
Communist military activity in January was surging. Except for one large-
scale operation against a Self Defense Corps outpost, Viet Cong activity
had been a multitude of company-level attacks—of about eighty guerrillas
each—against predominantly paramilitary units, isolated outposts, and
convoys. Although the full statistics were not yet available, the article
estimated that “total Viet Cong incidents for January will exceed the
previous all-time high, recorded in October 1961.”

The situation around the capital was becoming increasingly
precarious. Noting “growing Viet Cong control in the provinces
surrounding Saigon,” the article said, “this may indicate a strategic effort to
isolate the capital.” The first six months of 1962 “are extremely critical,”
the article warned, and forecast that the communist military and political
campaign “will increase unless the national counterinsurgency effort
becomes more effective than is now indicated.” It would have been going
too far for the author to say bluntly what he really meant: the
administration’s Vietnam policy had been a flop so far, and the insurgency
was out of control. Indeed, the deteriorating battlefield situation and what to
do about it was the focus of McNamara’s second conference on the war.

January 15-The Second SECDEF Conference
The first item on the agenda of the second SECDEF conference was a
review of the enemy situation. On this subject, Major Von Romberg, from
CINCPAC, gave an alarming presentation.524 Hard-core Viet Cong strength
was up to 20,000 to 25,000, Romberg said, and growing at a rate of 1,000
per month—after combat losses. That same month, Walt Rostow addressed
a key tenet of counterinsurgency theory that bore directly on the enemy
statistics Romberg presented to McNamara. In the January 1962 edition of
the Marine Corps Gazette, a respected and widely read military journal,
Rostow opined that a ten-to-one superiority on the part of the
counterinsurgent force was the minimum requirement for success.525 “As
you know, it takes somewhere between 10 and 20 soldiers to control one



guerrilla in an organized operation,” Rostow said. Taking even the low end
of this formulation, a ten-to-one ratio in forces, and the low end of
Romberg’s enemy strength estimate, 20,000 enemy troops, we can see that a
regular South Vietnamese force of 200,000 was required to handle the
problem. Diem was having trouble building his army up to 170,000, let
alone 200,000. Moreover, with a Viet Cong expansion of 1,000 men per
month, the South Vietnamese Army (ARVN) would have to expand at
10,000 men per month just to keep pace, a clearly impossible task. What the
enemy statistics meant was that the insurgency was fast careening out of
control, and McNamara did not forget them.

Recent reporting, Romberg said, showed increased Viet Cong strength
in Tay Ninh, Binh Duong, and Long An provinces, all three astride or near
Saigon. This meant the communists could conduct large-scale operations in
the Saigon area, he said, implying that not only was the capital threatened,
but also the U.S. Air Force and intelligence facilities at nearby Bien Hoa
were as well. The usual pattern of small attacks was continuing “at a fairly
high level,” and Romberg attributed the decrease in large-scale attacks to
the possibility that the three Viet Cong interprovincial zone commanders
were attending a “strategy conference” in Hanoi. The conclusion that the
Viet Cong could attack “in force strengths of 1,000 to 1,500 at places and
times of their own choosing,” Romberg said, “remains valid.”

In light of this situation, there was naturally a great urgency in
McNamara’s comments and orders at the conference.526 He was anxious to
speed up the arrival of U.S. advisors, and said he wanted to “get them out to
Vietnam as fast as they could be processed in Washington,” even if the
Vietnamese units to which they were to be assigned were not yet ready to
receive them. Romberg told McNamara that the SDC was absorbing most
of the casualties—over 1,000 in the previous month alone. This could
indicate that the Viet Cong recognized that the SDC was a threat to their
influence at the village level, Romberg said, and also that the VC saw the
SDC as a “softer” target and better source of weapons than the South
Vietnamese Army. This touched off “considerable discussion,” which ended
with McNamara declaring that the order of priority for the expansion and
training of forces should be the Civil Guard, the Self Defense Corps, and
then the South Vietnamese Army. He then told those present that he wanted
their recommendations “by the next meeting.”



McNamara’s impatience led to a key flaw in his judgment. In
Romberg’s brief on the enemy situation, he had noted that the largest enemy
operation of the month involved the capture of a fifty-one-man SDC
outpost. He pointed out in his brief on the second agenda item, ARVN
actions, that the Viet Cong saw the SDC as an easy source of weapons. Yet
McNamara was determined “to get carbines into the hands of the SDC as
soon as possible.” So he removed the requirement for a twelve-week
training course before such weapons could be issued to an SDC unit, and
directed instead that the weapons be issued following a “preliminary
training phase just sufficient” to teach them how to use them. In addition,
McNamara authorized the immediate shipment of 40,000 more carbines to
Vietnam, over and above the 37,000 already on hand, to be used by any
military or paramilitary units that could properly use them. In this unusual
manner, the quick arming of the vulnerable and inexperienced SDC
outposts was decided upon in less than five minutes at a SECDEF
conference. Before the end of the year, U.S. advisors would be referring to
these SDC outposts as Viet Cong “supply points.”

McNamara wanted fast results. As he had at the first SECDEF
conference, he pressed for a clearing and holding operation in a single
province. The concept behind a “clear and hold operation” was to first clear
a populated area with the regular army and then hold it with the local civic
action teams and paramilitary forces. McGarr outlined his plan for Zone D,
a traditional communist stronghold in Phuoc Thanh Province, but
McNamara objected because this province, being heavily forested and
sparsely populated, had little in it to hold. McGarr’s plan appeared to be a
purely conventional military action, lacking the important paramilitary and
political components of the clear-and-hold concept. McGarr was focused on
killing the enemy: he would take two South Vietnamese divisions and
“clean them out.”527 William Bundy, who was watching McGarr’s
performance in disbelief, recalls it this way: “He presented a sort of
arrowed here they are dug in … and here’s where we go and swing around
them and we go clobbety-clobber to here and there and everywhere” kind of
briefing.528 Bundy passed McNamara a note saying, “This man is
insane.”529 While McGarr delivered this “WWII map exercise,” McNamara
read Bundy’s note, nodded, and whispered, “Burn that.” McNamara sent
McGarr back to the drawing board with instructions to come up with a plan
“where permanent results can be achieved.”



Admiral Felt’s political advisor, Edward Martin, attended the
conference and wrote afterward about the inability of the ARVN to do what
McNamara was asking:

It does not yet appear capable of clearing and holding a
substantial key area (such as the province of Binh Duong)
without drawing off military forces from other areas to an
unacceptable degree. It must reach at least this level of capability
before the tide will turn.

McNamara’s plans for the South Vietnamese Army were beyond its means
to carry them out, and while Martin’s notes indicate an awareness of that
fact, there is no record of anyone telling McNamara this, either verbally or
in memoranda. Nor were any objections voiced by the experts and
commanders in attendance when McNamara ordered the flow of U.S.
weapons to the very point where the Viet Cong were collecting them with
the most success. How do we account for this breakdown in
communication? Did those present fail to understand the SDC problem at
this point? Or is it possible that the style of the Secretary of Defense was
too domineering to encourage the give-and-take necessary?

Whatever the reason, the strategy for arming and utilizing the
available military forces in South Vietnam that emerged from the second
SECDEF conference was woefully misguided because basic questions were
not asked. Moreover, once again, no one posed the most fundamental
questions of all about the nature of the insurgency: Why were the Viet Cong
winning? And, had the size of the insurgency already moved beyond the
means of the South Vietnamese Army to cope with it?

Disunity of Effort
While McNamara was personally leading the war-planning effort in
Honolulu, in Washington Kennedy was trying to unify the diverse elements
—which he had helped to create—that had a potential role in
counterinsurgency operations. On January 18, he issued NSAM-124, which
created a new organization, whose purpose he spelled out in the first
sentence:



To assure unity of effort and the use of all available resources
with maximum effectiveness in preventing and resisting
subversive insurgency and related forms of indirect aggression in
friendly countries, a Special Group (Counter-Insurgency) is
established.530

In an annex to this NSAM Kennedy added, “I hereby assign to the
cognizance of the Special Group (Counter-Insurgency) the following
countries: Laos, South Vietnam, and Thailand.” Kennedy named Taylor as
the Special Group’s chairman, and then listed the other members, including
his brother, Robert Kennedy, JCS Chairman Lemnitzer and, DCI
McCone.531

The Special Group’s charter was so broad that it was almost
impossible to achieve. Kennedy assigned the group four major functions: 1)
to insure that counterinsurgency was given the same recognition as
conventional warfare; 2) to insure that this was reflected in doctrine,
strategy, and tactics; 3) to review the adequacy of U.S. resources to deal
with insurgencies; and 4) to insure the development of adequate
interdepartmental programs to deal with them. The military did not take
counterinsurgency seriously and the administration’s effort in Vietnam was
anything but unified. In his incisive work The Army and Vietnam, Andrew
Krepinevich captures the essence of the Army’s problem with
counterinsurgency: this type of conflict challenged the very foundations
upon which the Army’s approach to war rested.532 When the Army’s
advisors discovered this in the field and revolted against the old methods,
their efforts were no match for the deep-seated conventional mind-set of the
leadership.

In January 1961, the measures in NSAM-124 seemed reasonable to
Kennedy, but the fact is that his call was itself a little too late in the game.
His final decision on an approach to the war—NSAM-111 of November 22,
1961—should have been the result of the ambitious process he was now
attempting to put in place. This group, created by NSAM-124, should have
been hard at work months be before he decided on a final course of action,
not two months afterward. NSAM-111 was fundamentally a compromise
born of division, an escalation of the advisory commitment carried out
under severe pressure to respond with conventional U.S. forces. As such,



Kennedy’s policy was more of a reaction against using combat troops than a
well-coordinated political, economic, and social response to the problems in
Vietnam. Although he sometimes talked about these problems, the “full
blast ahead” approach being implemented by McNamara was not a
thoughtful or effective response based on a clear-cut analysis of the nature
and scope of the insurgency. In short, it was not the kind of response that
NSAM-124 was supposed to bring about.

The unity of effort Kennedy sought to achieve by issuing NSAMs like
124 was a sorely needed but elusive goal. The Vietnam Task Force, officials
in the State Department and the Pentagon, and General McGarr in Saigon
each pushed their own viewpoints and programs. This problem of disjointed
programs was apparent to some officials. In a January 11 memo to Rostow,
Robert Johnson (both men were now at State) complained about the
disparate character of Vietnam planning. He said that despite pressure from
many people, “Washington still did not, as of last week, have a clear picture
of what kind of economic programs are planned … to complement the new
military and political effort.”533 “Somehow,” Johnson said, “the Task Force
needs to get hold of the economic program and attempt to make some sense
of it.”

In fact, the Vietnam Task Force had just issued an “Outline Plan of
Counterinsurgency Operations” two days earlier.534 It was a model of
vagary and generalization. The “overall concept” was to preserve South
Vietnamese government control where it existed, designated in the report as
“white” areas, and to restore it where it had broken down, designated as
“pink” and “red” areas. For “military counterinsurgency operations,” the
reader was simply referred to a MAAG document. “Political,
socioeconomic and psychological counterinsurgency measures at the local
and village level,” the report stated in a blinding flash of the obvious, “will
vary in nature depending upon the degree of security in a given area.”
Political measures listed included “steps” (unspecified) to improve
compensation, selection, and training of local officials; a continued training
program (unspecified) for district officials; and the establishment of
“advisory councils of notables” at the village level. “These steps appear
practical only in white and pink areas,” the report said, “and can be
extended to red areas only as they are made whiter.”

In the socioeconomic field, the report continued, expansion and
acceleration of “regular” village-level programs (unspecified) in areas now



white or “light pink” should be “conducted” (unspecified as to how) so the
people would see that the government offered the hope of improved living
standards. In addition, there should be “special programs” in areas where
“regular programs” would not “operate.” These would include “rural
reconstruction teams” (no program specified); “special military task forces
consisting of military civic action and psychological warfare teams and
protecting teams” (no specified program); “similar ‘hit-and-run’ civic
action operations” (unspecified); and a “special impact” (not further
specified) “flying-doctor program.”

Needless to say, the red-pink-white approach to counterinsurgency did
not win many converts in Washington or Saigon. In a major demarche in
early February, Roger Hilsman, Director of State’s Bureau of Intelligence
and Research (INR), argued there was an “immediate” need for a better
understanding of “the strategic concept for counterinsurgency war” among
working-level Americans in Washington and Saigon.535 The “top United
States leadership,” he said, “is rapidly developing knowledge of the
strategic concepts” for guerrilla warfare. The problem, he said, was to
communicate it to the working-level people, people who “do not always
work as a team.” Hilsman’s report seems to have been aimed at the
leadership, using the rather transparent tactic of praising them while
blaming minor officials. Furthermore, his references to the
recommendations in the Taylor report and to what “General Taylor says”
were designed to massage the ego of the second most powerful person in
the White House.

What Hilsman’s strategic concept boiled down to was cutting off the
Viet Cong from the people by securing strategic villages. Once a village
was defended, the adjacent village would be added, and these expanded into
zones especially selected to protect the more populated areas in the country.
A strategic village would be created by “a regroupment of village hamlets
into one compact, easily defended area.” In addition, a line of “defended
villages,” similar to strategic villages (i.e., a regroupment of hamlets),
would be created on the periphery of Viet Cong-controlled areas. Local
forces would do the defending, freeing the regular army forces for
operations against Viet Cong main forces. The concept of defending
villages with local forces was not new. The essence of Hilsman’s plan was
to string these together in densely populated areas in order to push the Viet
Cong away from the majority of the population.



Hilsman had no idea that Diem and McGarr had already decided on
their own plan to build an infrastructure of “defended” villages, a plan that
would undercut Hilsman’s ideas completely. A memorandum for record
detailing the Diem-McGarr discussion of the plan, which took place on
January 12, was given to Ambassador Nolting;536 but he never cabled its
contents to Washington, and, if it went at all, it was hand-carried on some
later trip. Whether the memo got to Washington or not, Hilsman never saw
it and he would not learn of the Diem-McGarr plan until he traveled to
Saigon in March.

The record of the lengthy January 12 Diem-McGarr meeting is
revealing.537 Diem remarked that the best way to successfully create a
“defended” village infrastructure was to set up a village defense system in
conjunction with “forced resettlement of the people to strategic or more
densely populated areas,” an “act of surgery,” he said, that would “require a
sizable military force.” Such a resettlement was necessary, Diem said, to
prevent the people from returning to the “bush.” Diem felt strongly enough
about resettling the peasants that he said this twice to Harkins. It was
precisely this aspect of the subsequent Strategic Hamlet Program—forcing
peasants off of their ancestral lands and into camps where their social fabric
disintegrated—that contributed in a major way to its ultimate failure.

Hilsman’s “Strategic Concept” was far more sophisticated than the
Vietnam Task Force’s red-pink-white plan, and Kennedy would soon
approve it. At the same time, on February 3, the government of Vietnam
proclaimed the Strategic Hamlet Program as national policy.538 The
spectacle of all these new plans being formulated in different places at this
late stage is indicative of how far behind and out of step the administration
was with the reality of the war. The fact that Diem and McGarr were busy
negotiating measures that would undercut Hilsman’s plan illustrates the
disunity and lack of synchronization in the joint U.S.-South Vietnamese war
effort.

This problem of disunity proved to be intractable, and even the Special
Group for Counterinsurgency was incapable of solving it. Yet this
incoherence at the policy level drew only perfunctory attention because the
bureaucracy was engaged in erecting an entirely new structure in Saigon,
and doing so at breakneck speed. This effort, too, was disjointed and
plagued by petty turf-oriented battles, and consequently took a full two
months to complete. One of the issues in this effort was who would



command the new structure. There was also a serious flaw in Hilsman’s
strategic concept: the assumption that local forces be able to defend the
hamlets thereby freeing regular ARVN forces to attack Viet Cong main
forces. Diem would not permit regular ARVN forces to be used to seek and
destroy the Viet Cong—a fact that unit-level American military advisors
knew about but were forbidden from communicating to policy officials in
Washington.

“What We Need is a Young Van Fleet”
The record does not indicate when Taylor first told Kennedy that General
Harkins was the best man to be the first commander of MACV. What we do
know is that Taylor all but promised the job to Harkins back in October at
the end of Taylor’s trip to Vietnam. Harkins recalled the conversation:

We had [Taylor] out to dinner, as a matter of fact, and he didn’t
do too much discussing. That was on his way out [to Vietnam].
On the way back, he stopped and he called me from the airport
[in Honolulu], I think. He said, “Get ready to put your finger in
the dike.” … Those were his words, and I said, “Thank you very
much.”539

Clearly, from the very beginning, Harkins was Taylor’s man.
The record suggests that Kennedy was gradually being prepared for

the recommendation of Harkins for the job. On November 27, Taylor
presented Kennedy with a memo outlining his ideas for command
arrangements in Vietnam. His analysis was itself a model of the infamous
“goldilocks” principal of government memo writing, in which the author
offers his own view along with two others that are clearly unacceptable.
Taylor had used this same tactic the first time he framed the options in
Southeast Asia for President Kennedy in July 1961.540

Taylor’s memo described five “kinds of business.” Embassy; USOM
[United States Operations Mission]; Military Assistance Advisory Group
[MAAG]; military headquarters (to include operational U.S. forces); and
intelligence “for U.S. purposes.” He laid out three models for handling
them. Two of these, the Korean model and the Berlin model, both conjured



up the specter of a “showdown,” meaning war.541 Taylor recommended
what he called the “normal” model. Under it, “the present command
relationship could be retained with [a] rather simple modification.”
However, Taylor’s modification was anything but simple and his model far
from normal. In essence, he proposed the MAAG charter be expanded to
cover unspecified “additional functions beyond those presently assigned,”
and that the MAAG Chief would concurrently serve as “Commander of the
U.S. units assigned to Vietnam.” In other words, the person in charge of
MAAG, under a separate but concurrent hat, would have operational
command of any new U.S. forces.

If Taylor had succeeded in getting the president to accept his
command plan and Harkins for the job, Harkins would have been the only
MAAG Chief ever to have had concurrent command of operational U.S.
military forces in the same country. The truth is that Taylor’s goldilocks
memo was not designed to enlighten the president but to give his old friend
Harkins total control of the situation in Vietnam.

Rostow also seems to have been on board the Harkins bandwagon. A
December 6 memo from Rostow to the president542 tied the effectiveness of
Kennedy’s entire Vietnam program to this appointment and seemed
designed to head off any thought of keeping McGarr:

I do not believe that all the choppers and other gadgetry we can
supply South Vietnam will buy time and render their resources
effective if we do not get a first class man out there to replace
McGarr. McGarr is an excellent officer, but he lacks the critical
qualities to make this partnership move. … In my view . . . what
we need is a young Van Fleet.

General James Van Fleet served in WWI, WWII, and the Korean War, and
former President Harry Truman called him the “greatest general” the U.S.
ever had. While Rostow didn’t actually name the “first class” young Van
Fleet he had in mind, the reference to this celebrated general was no
coincidence. Van Fleet’s son-in-law was none other than General Paul D.
Harkins.

McGarr was worried about the situation. On December 20, he cabled
Lemnitzer complaining about the deletion of the SECDEF conference



agenda item on command issues.543 He complained that his “value might be
depreciated” should a senior officer be brought in “to take over [the] top
spot.” The truth was, of course, that McGarr wanted the job himself, and he
asked Lemnitzer for any “straws in the wind” he could give him on the
matter. Ambassador Nolting was also concerned about the new command
arrangements. On December 19, he cabled State opposing fundamental
changes in “U.S. organizational arrangements” to accommodate the
“additional U.S. military personnel.”544 Adding another commander to the
roster would dilute Nolting’s clout; he wanted to remain the top man, not be
a coequal.

The straws were already in the wind. On December 20, McNamara
and Rusk agreed on the new command concept for Vietnam: the new
“Commander, U.S. Military Assistance Command, Vietnam” would have
direct responsibility for all U.S. military operations and direct access to
CINCPAC and through CINCPAC to the JCS.545 Two days later,
McNamara sent a memorandum to Kennedy asking that Harkins be given
the job and appointed a four-star general.546 On December 23, Lemnitzer
broke the bad news to McGarr, telling him everything except the name of
the new commander.547

Not everyone was enthusiastic about Harkins. In a December 27
memo to the president, McGeorge Bundy noted “with some alarm”
McNamara did not know enough about Harkins” and argued that it was
critical to get the right man on the first try in this case. Bundy urged the
president to meet with McNamara and Harkins to have a “careful talk” with
Harkins before making the appointment.”548

On December 31, 1961, Kennedy’s Military Assistant, General Taylor,
called Lieutenant General Paul D. Harkins, Deputy Commander of the U.S.
Army, Pacific (USARPAC), in Hawaii and directed him to report to
Washington on January 2. Harkins later claimed Taylor would not reveal the
nature of the summons, but by this time Harkins surely knew what it was
about. He arrived in Washington and was immediately sent to see the
president at his Palm Beach, Florida, home. According to Harkins, the
president told him he “was going to be the commander in Vietnam” and that
he was made “a four-star general as of that date.” The president said it
would probably be a month before he left, but to “be ready to go.” Harkins
arrived at his new assignment in February.549 The details of Taylor’s



goldilocks memo—expanding the MAAG—had not been approved, but the
result he sought had nevertheless been achieved: his man Harkins was
going to Saigon, and Harkins would be in real control of the war.

The Struggle Over Command Relations
On January 12, Nolting complained to Kennedy about the powers Harkins
would have as the new MACV commander. The ambassador later claimed
that in his meeting with Kennedy, the president agreed with him that the
ambassador should have overall authority in Vietnam and that the military
commander’s terms of reference should reflect that authority.550 According
to Nolting, during the course of this meeting Kennedy directed Taylor to
revise the draft terms of reference outlining the job along those lines. The
revision, written by Taylor on January 12, did state that “the various U.S.
agencies in Saigon will continue to operate as a unified Task Force under
the chairmanship and overall direction of the ambassador.”551

On January 13, Taylor wrote a memo for record stating that while
McNamara agreed the ambassador was the senior U.S. representative, he
“does not agree to placing the commander under the over-all direction of
the ambassador as a member of the Country Team.”552 On the same day,
Taylor sent a memo to Kennedy saying McNamara did not wish to reopen
the issue anymore and would recommend to Kennedy—with Rusk’s
concurrence—that they stick with the original plan and review it after “a
short test period.”553 Taylor added: “I do not think there are any great issues
at stake, provided Ambassador Nolting and General Harkins behave like the
sensible people I believe them to be.” One cannot help but wonder if
Taylor’s objective was unstated, and that his memo to the president
skillfully underscored comments by McNamara in order to preserve
Harkins’ authority in Vietnam.

Nolting had several discussions about this issue with Rusk before
leaving for the second SECDEF conference. On board the plane en route to
Honolulu, McNamara told Nolting “his hands were tied on the terms of
reference” because of “JCS opposition to placing a four-star general in a
position subordinate to an ambassador.”554 In Honolulu, Nolting met in vain
with McNamara in a continuing effort to straighten out the problem. On his
way back to Saigon, he drafted a letter to Kennedy complaining that “we



have been unable to clarify the matter to our mutual satisfaction.” What
Nolting was after was a piece of paper. As his letter to Kennedy said, “Mr.
McNamara and I achieved at Honolulu what is perhaps an agreement on
words,” adding, “but, I am afraid, not of minds, which is more
important.”555 Nolting delivered a passionate defense of his position and
offered to resign if Kennedy did not agree with his views. He sent the letter
to State for delivery to the president. In the meantime, Nolting used his
position to delay getting a final agreement from Diem on the new command
arrangement for MACV.556

Rusk put a stop to Nolting’s foot dragging as well as his letter writing
to Kennedy. In a letter of his own to Nolting,557 Rusk said he was
disappointed with Nolting’s January 17 letter. He also said there was no
doubt that Nolting was in charge, but that he was not willing to produce “a
piece of paper” in the absence of any actual misunderstanding. “Unless I
hear from you again, I do not plan to submit your letter to the president,”
Rusk concluded. Ball added two short sentences: “Imperative that Harkins
assume duty soonest. Expect you will promptly clear matter with Diem.”

Nolting gave up, and two days later, on February 3, he cabled State
that he had obtained Diem’s “complete concurrence” on the new MACV
arrangements.558 On February 8, CINCPAC established MACV as a
subordinate command, and Felt cabled Harkins’ Terms of Reference to
McGarr. Those terms did not establish Harkins as a subordinate of the
ambassador.

The Struggle Over MACV’s Intelligence Job
On February 13, 1962, General Harkins assumed command of MACV, and
Air Force Colonel James Winterbottom became MACV’s first Intelligence
Chief. At the request of General Taylor, the intelligence effort in Vietnam
would be supplemented by an all-source Joint Evaluation Center (JEC) in
Saigon. The JEC was to be jointly staffed by MACV, CIA station analysts,
and embassy staff, and would report directly to the ambassador. The
objective was the development and dissemination of assessments free of
institutional or service biases. In February, at the urging of Winterbottom’s
deputy, Army Colonel Robert Delaney, MACV requested that DIA’s top



expert on Vietnam, George Allen, be provided to assist in establishing the
JEC.559

The JEC, however, quickly fell victim to bureaucratic politics. For the
first ten weeks only lip service was paid to the basic concept of a bias-free
organization, and neither the CIA station nor the embassy were serious in
their assignment of resources to the center. By May, the purpose for which
the JEC was created had been totally forgotten, and it was relocated from
the embassy to MACV, where it became an adjunct of Winterbottom’s
intelligence section.560

Winterbottom’s appointment to the MACV intelligence job did not
occur without a struggle.561 Major General Alva Fitch, the Army Assistant
Chief of Staff for Intelligence (ACSI), objected to the appointment of
Winterbottom. Fitch wrote on January 9 that he did not concur with the
designation of the intelligence (J-2) position as “an Air Force Colonel
space.”562 Fitch invoked the Taylor report’s comments that the South
Vietnamese had been “fighting blind,” and that a sophisticated intelligence
effort was required intimately linked to operations at every level, from the
villages to the planners. The war in Vietnam was “basically a ground war,”
Fitch argued, and the intelligence required was “ground combat
intelligence.” The top intelligence officers in MACV had to be properly
qualified by rank, experience, and service background in ground
intelligence operations, Fitch said, and recommended the J-2 be designated
as “an Army Brigadier General space.”

Fitch’s argument did not get very far, which was not unusual in joint
service commands like CINCPAC and MACV. One reason for this, recalls
Bill Benedict, who was in ACSI at the time, was that in such joint
commands the Army was more interested in the operations side of the
house, and so the intelligence jobs tended to go to the Air Force. “The
Army missed the boat for years,” because “they’d sell their soul” for the
operations job, he states, while the Air Force went after the intelligence jobs
“because they realized what we didn’t know, which is that the J-2 really
drives everything.”563 That ended up being the case in the Pacific, where
the Intelligence Chief at CINCPAC was Air Force Brigadier General
Patterson, who was, “of course,” says Benedict, “Winterbottom’s rabbi.”

Fitch’s efforts were in vain, and on March 2 McNamara approved a
MACV organization confirming that the intelligence job would go to the
Air Force. Winterbottom would be staying. This meant that Air Force



officers were in direct control of intelligence operations both in Vietnam
and at the Pacific theater level. Meanwhile, back in Washington, both the
commander and deputy of the newly created Defense Intelligence Agency
were Air Force officers as well. The Air Force had gained control of
military intelligence on the war from the battlefield to the decision-makers
in Washington; except, of course, for the Army’s little intelligence unit at
USARPAC, in Honolulu.
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Chapter 10

“This Intelligence Problem Must Be
Solved”

February 19-The Third SECDEF Conference
n February 20, George Allen landed at the Honolulu airport. Allen
was on his way to Saigon and had stopped off in Hawaii to touch

base with the intelligence staffs at CINCPAC and USARPAC on the
procedures for setting up the Joint Evaluation Center in Saigon, an
intelligence organization that General Taylor had suggested be established.
During these discussions, someone told him that his “mission might be
altered” as a result of a disturbing situation that had developed right there in
Honolulu the previous day.564 Allen was told his expertise might be needed
for a study on the Viet Cong that the Secretary of Defense had ordered. Did
he know of anyone else who could help? There was an Army major at the
Pentagon with the right kind of experience, Allen replied, and gave them
the name—William Benedict. But what was this all about? Allen’s
intelligence colleagues explained that it was a highly sensitive and
extremely urgent matter: the third SECDEF conference had ended in a
cloud of controversy over the size of the enemy—a problem that could not
wait.

The third SECDEF conference was a most unusual meeting in more
ways than one. Present were the normal defense and military officials from
Washington and the ambassador and others from Vietnam, but they were
joined for the first time by the new MACV commander, General Harkins,
and some of his subordinates. One of them was Harkins’ Intelligence Chief,



Colonel James Winterbottom. It was during an exchange between
McNamara and Winterbottom that an altercation over the size of the enemy
—and the capability of U.S. intelligence to report on it—erupted. From the
start of the discussion, however, this conference was not like those before it.

In front of the huge gathering assembled at Admiral Felt’s command
center, Harkins opened the session up on a surprisingly bright note. He told
the group that his initial exposure to the situation in Vietnam revealed a
spirit of optimism and growing confidence within Vietnamese and U.S.
military and civilian circles.565 Optimism? Confidence? How could this be?
For thirteen long months there had been nothing but the most depressing
reports imaginable about the continuing deterioration of the situation in
Vietnam. The new American advisors and equipment had barely started
arriving. Could it have turned around the situation already? All eyes then
turned to Ambassador Nolting, who had been in country for ten months.
Harkins was indeed correct, Nolting assured those assembled, and added, a
“spirit of movement is discernable in the land.”566

Two documentary accounts of what followed are available, but the
best by far is the CINCPAC record of the conference proceedings.567 It
reports that during Colonel Winterbottom’s briefing on “the status of US-
GVN intelligence efforts,” Secretary McNamara made the following
inquiries:

What happened to the VC; in July [1961] they were reported to
have a strength of 12,300, in Dec 17,000, in January 20-25,000.
Have they increased or have we been miscounting?

McNamara was obviously concerned over the reported doubling of the
enemy main forces within a six-month period, and he had saved this
question for the right man—the new MACV Intelligence Chief.
Winterbottom responded by dissembling. He showed the Defense Secretary
several graphs depicting an array of different figures on the size of the Viet
Cong main forces, ranging from 18,500 to 27,007.568

Though Winterbottom had not answered the secretary’s question, he
apparently thought this barrage of numbers had satisfied McNamara,
because Winterbottom then changed the subject. He proceeded on to figures
covering the enemy militia and local self-defense forces: there were



100,000 of these types, he told the secretary. McNamara, however, was not
finished with the issue of the main forces, and he was not about to let
Winterbottom off the hook. But since Winterbottom had brought up the size
of the enemy’s paramilitary forces, McNamara also had a question about
them: “Do they participate in attacks too?” McNamara asked. The answer
drifted in from someone in the back: “They do.”

Ambassador Nolting then demonstrated just how unable he was to
understand what was happening in this meeting. He interrupted to share his
opinion that the estimate of 100,000 Viet Cong sympathizers” was too low,
and that “there are millions of people in VC controlled areas.” This must
have been an uncomfortable moment for General Harkins, who had begun
the discussion with such optimistic announcement. At this point, JCS
Chairman Lemnitzer, apparently upset with the course of this discussion,
interrupted to say he was “not concerned with general figures,” but wanted
“the numbers of hard core VC operators.” Lemnitzer then made a comment
that left a profound and lasting impression on those present, especially on
the new MACV commander, General Harkins. Lemnitzer declared that “the
apparent growing strength of the VC makes it look like we are losing.”
[Emphasis added]

For the new commander of American forces in Vietnam, the message
from the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs was clear: growth of the enemy’s
main forces was very bad news. Lemnitzer could have, but did not, remind
those present that the president had taken direct U.S. military intervention
in the war off the table. That decision had reduced the problem to the
fundamental tenet of the counterinsurgency doctrine then under
development on Kennedy’s orders. It was axiomatic that a force many times
larger than the insurgents was required to defeat them. The president
believed, as did the chiefs, that friendly forces had to be committed
according to this principal: “You need 10 to 1 or 11 to 1, especially in
terrain as difficult as Vietnam.”569

Winterbottom, a former SAC bomber, knew next to nothing about
ground warfare and counterinsurgency operations. Even the lowest Viet
Cong figure Winterbottom he had just shown McNamara—the 18,500
figure from the Joint Evaluation Center—would require South Vietnamese
main forces of 180,000 to 200,000, when they were having difficulty
maintaining a force of 170,000 men. The MAAG figure of 27,007 would
require an ARVN main force of 270,000 to 300,000. Aside from the



problem of another enormous increase in U.S. funds that such a force
increase required, it was impossible for South Vietnam to recruit, train, and
maintain that many men quickly and effectively enough to counter the
growing enemy threat. And so, the conferees had run headlong into the
“bad news” problem. Harkins’ good news introduction was demolished
when Winterbottom fumbled so badly at the podium.

So, when Winterbottom let the cat out of the bag, Admiral Felt tried to
put it back in. He “closed the subject,” the CINCPAC record states. “We are
dealing,” the Admiral proclaimed, “with a real guesstimate.” Unfortunately,
for the Lemnitzer and Felt, the subject was far from closed. McNamara,
reeling from the implications that the U.S. did not know the size of the
force that its national resources were being marshaled to defeat, wanted to
know why. This moment should have been embarrassing for the MACV
intelligence chief, who was in the hot seat. Yet, Winterbottom’s comments
indicate absolutely no awareness of the seriousness or magnitude of the
problem he had just waded into.

McNamara asked Winterbottom why there were such discrepancies in
his figures for Viet Cong strength. Winterbottom responded limply that they
resulted from “different methods of evaluation and estimating unknowns.”
McNamara was not buying this brushoff. The differences must be resolved,
he declared to his commanders. “If we don’t have a firm Order of Battle
today,” we will not be able to “determine what the changes have been.” (An
order of battle is a comprehensive listing of military forces, including the
history, location, size, composition, weapons, and equipment of each unit.)

Winterbottom, not realizing it was best to keep his mouth closed, then
resorted to a self-defensive maneuver. Only seven of his twenty-seven
people, he complained, were “engaged in establishing a valid basic Order of
Battle.” Winterbottom added that he had already requested “five expert
analysts with Special Intelligence clearances” on a temporary-duty basis.
Then the colonel waded in deeper, telling the Defense Secretary that “few
of the analysis personnel have had prerequisite training and experience in
the [order of battle] area.” McNamara asked Winterbottom whether or not
the U.S. had “the necessary people.” Winterbottom, an Air Force colonel
who had zero knowledge about the order of battle expertise in the armed
forces, then made a fatal error. He replied that such people “are all in
essential jobs.”



This comment nearly brought Lemnitzer out of his seat. The JCS
Chairman said he did not understand what the colonel was talking about,
and objected that “the Army has plenty of specialists in this field.” But here,
McNamara’s patience had come to an end. He ordered that a “specific
statement of requirements” be given to him to take back to Washington that
very night. “This intelligence problem,” the secretary ordered, “must be
solved.” [Emphasis added]

Now even Ambassador Nolting finally realized that a problem had
developed. Trying to be helpful, he changed the subject and began to talk
about the area controlled by the government of South Vietnam. McNamara,
now didactic and rapid, “said he wanted to know what it was and how it is
changing.” He also “asked if it was planned to lay out an intelligence plan
and picture” for these areas, and was told that a province-by-province
analysis of both government and communist control was under way.570

Winterbottom’s portion of the briefing was over, and he must have
been relieved to sit down. It was an appalling way to meet the Secretary of
Defense and the Chairman of the JCS for the first time. News of his ordeal
quickly spread all over the Pacific theater and Washington. Winterbottom’s
incompetent performance led to the principal result of the conference,
which was, as George Allen later observed, that “the Viet Cong order of
battle had become the top intelligence priority for the military’s command
in Saigon.”571

For the previous year, the Pentagon, along with much of official
Washington, had emphasized the deteriorating situation in South Vietnam.
Many military and civilian officials, had argued that the war was going so
poorly that six U.S. divisions had to be sent quickly to stem the communist
tide. In fact, in the weeks just before the third SECDEF conference, a
National Intelligence Estimate (NIE) had been written that confirmed the
steady growth of Viet Cong forces and reiterated the bleak picture that had
been the norm for so long. However, something strange had happened,
something that caused U.S. intelligence on the enemy to suddenly become
the subject of attention at high levels in the Pentagon and elsewhere. The
intelligence process was about to be turned upside down, and for those
accustomed to flying right side up, life was about to become difficult.

The Sudden Reversal in Military Reporting



In mid-February 1962, before most of the new American advisors had
arrived and certainly long before the new Kennedy program had any chance
to affect the tide of battle, U.S. military reporting on the war suddenly
became optimistic. That was not the case, however, for the U.S. intelligence
community, which published an NIE on February 21, right after the third
SECDEF conference. The estimate concluded that communist control was
advancing in South Vietnam and would continue to do so. The NIE sharply
contradicted the optimistic picture reported by Harkins at the conference.
This suggests that his cheerful outlook on the war was prompted not by new
information from the battlefield, but by worried officials in Washington.

A quick review of the sequence of events leading to this turnabout is
startling. In late December 1961, the Joint Chiefs still argued that nothing
short of several U.S. divisions could stave off defeat in Vietnam. On
February 19, Harkins presented his new picture of optimism and growing
confidence. These rosy reflections were passed on to the Vietnam Task
Force, and on February 23, member Chalmers Wood reported to his Senate
Foreign Relations Committee contact, John Newhouse, that “developments
in Vietnam were encouraging.”572 A few weeks later, McNamara,
apparently won over by MACV’s reporting, testified to the House
Appropriations Committee that the end of the war was in sight.573 The
abruptness of this turnabout left the lower echelons of the national
intelligence and defense bureaucracies unprepared and out of step with the
change.

The new optimism contrasted starkly with the conclusions of the U.S.
intelligence community at that time. Its February 21 NIE 10-62, entitled
“Communist Objectives, Capabilities, and Intentions in Southeast Asia,”574

continued to paint the same gloomy picture. It discerned “a clear pattern of
increasing communist military, paramilitary and political capabilities for
pursuing communist objectives.” The estimate concluded that “the
development of these capabilities is particularly advanced in Laos and
South Vietnam.”575 The estimate addressed the size of enemy forces
directly and in considerable detail, and did not waffle the way
Winterbottom did. It said there were “on full-time anti-government
operations at least 25,000 Viet Cong organized into 22 battalions, 109
separate companies, and 210 separate platoons,” supported by “100,000
part-time, partially armed, trained local militia who serve as village self-
defense forces.” The estimate went on to note the presence of 50,000



“combat-experienced” North Vietnamese soldiers in the southern part of
North Vietnam who “could be made available for guerrilla operations in
South Vietnam,” and that 800 North Vietnamese officers and soldiers were
already serving as cadres in the Viet Cong battalions and companies in
South Vietnam.

In sum, the estimate painted a strikingly different picture than the one
described by Harkins. The intelligence community felt that the communist
objective was to establish control in South Vietnam, that communist
military and political capabilities for doing so—which included 25,000
hard-core regulars—were “particularly advanced,” and that current guerrilla
activity would increase. Moreover, the figure it gave for the size of the Viet
Cong main forces was identical to that which Lemnitzer had said made it
look like the war was being lost. This point deserves emphasis: on February
21 the U.S. intelligence community delivered a straightforward answer to
the question that McNamara had posed to Winterbottom two days earlier—
the Viet Cong main force units had indeed doubled in size in just six short
months.

The Formation of MACV’s Intelligence Staff
It was February 23, 1962. As Bill Benedict drove home from the hospital
that Friday evening with his wife and newborn son, his thoughts were far
from the Pentagon and the Office of the Army Assistant Chief of Staff for
Intelligence (ACSI), where he worked. He was surprised when the moment
he walked in the door the phone rang and a Navy officer from the Joint
Chiefs of Staff told him he was going to Saigon. “Somebody in Honolulu”
had requested him by name.576 The trip would consume the next three
months, and embroil him in an extraordinary chain of events. Twenty-five
years later, Bill Benedict was surprised to learn that George Allen was the
“somebody in Honolulu” who had mentioned his name.577

In the fallout from Winterbottom’s stumbling at the third SECDEF
conference, people like Bill Benedict were literally yanked out of their
positions to go to Saigon to work on this new “intelligence problem.”
Benedict, however, had no idea that any intelligence problem had
developed. Indeed he was not even told why he was going to Saigon. His
mission, and his military orders, were classified. As he packed his bags, he



could only wonder why the sudden rush to get him to Vietnam. That soon
changed when he linked up with his old friend George Allen in Saigon: the
two of them were there to bolster MACV’s first order of battle study.

In fact, it was MACV’s first major intelligence effort. At the third
SECDEF conference, Winterbottom had said that without outside help the
order of battle effort would take eighteen weeks to complete, as opposed to
just eight with the help of five outside experts. As it turned out, he got his
experts and it took a little over six weeks. The order of battle was presented
on May 11 to McNamara at the fifth SECDEF conference in Saigon.

A master sergeant from the National Military Command Center
accompanied Benedict and Allen from Washington to participate in the
study. From USARPAC came Major Lou Tixier and another senior NCO.
MACV assigned several people to the project, including Captain Jim Harris
from the intelligence section and Major Sam Dowling from the Staff
Security Office (SSO). So, Harkins thus had at his disposal an impressive
team of U.S. military intelligence experts to assess the size of the enemy.

The selection of Colonel Winterbottom as Harkins’ Intelligence Chief
(J-2), however, was an odd and unfortunate choice. His Air Force career
had been devoted to Strategic Air Command reconnaissance programs,
while the critical position he was chosen for demanded the intelligence
skills necessary to support a ground counterinsurgency program.
Nonetheless, the Air Force had been given the J-2 position and
Winterbottom filled it. According to Blascak, Allen, Benedict, Dowling,
Harris, and many others, the MACV intelligence effort languished under
Winterbottom. His professional incompetence was a serious detriment to
the command, says Allen, and his behavior “would have caused any junior
officer to be sent home in disgrace.”578

The raucous beginning to the formation of MACV’s intelligence staff
was unforgettable for those who witnessed it. “We were having dinner at the
Rex, a club in Saigon, when a body, having just received a heavy punch,
careened across our table,” remembers a co-worker. It was Winterbottom’s
deputy, Colonel Delaney, and the person who had thrown the punch was his
boss, Winterbottom. “They’d pummel each other,” another co-worker
recalls. “Oh, they used to get into fistfights, real knock-down drag-out
fights, all the time,” says another. Still another colleague recounts one of the
J-2’s many indiscretions, this one taking place at an official social function:
“Winterbottom was massaging the buns of the wife of some major general



or brigadier general. And they nearly sent him home right then and there,
because she complained to her husband and he raised hell.”

Colonel Winterbottom reportedly attempted to subvert the correct
procedures for handling the sensitive message traffic for which SSO, Army
Major Sam Dowling, was responsible. The SSO shop, while attached to the
J-2, was autonomous and independent of MACV, reporting directly to the
Army G-2 in Washington. Winterbottom so disliked this arrangement that it
was a continuous source of contention throughout his tenure.579 In late
February 1962, in front of Allen and Delaney, he ordered that Dowling first
show him any messages coming through SSO channels—including the
commanding general’s private ones—before sending them to the proper
addressees. When Major Dowling protested, Winterbottom threatened that
the next time Dowling failed to carry out his instructions “would be the
last.”580

Winterbottom lost no time in clipping George Allen’s wings as well. It
was only a matter of days after arriving in country when Allen joined
Winterbottom and Delaney in a meeting with the Vietnamese Army J-2,
Colonel Phuoc. The purpose of the meeting was to make arrangements for
acquiring raw data from the Vietnamese and to set up procedures for
coordinating American intelligence findings with Vietnamese holdings.
Phuoc was apparently overjoyed that his old friend Allen was heading up
the American effort, and made the mistake of praising him as the only
American he knew who understood the situation in Vietnam, and begging
Winterbottom to allow Allen to tutor his Vietnamese analysts. Allen recalls:

Colonel W. was noncommittal in Colonel Phuoc’s presence, but
was quick to warn me after we left that I should return to my
office and had better damned well remember my place and not
get any inflated ideas of my importance; my job was to break my
butt for Colonel W., and he would see to it that I had no time for
anything else.581

And so, the order of battle work began under the watchful eye of Colonel
Winterbottom. Despite his boorish behavior, he was extended as the MACV
Intelligence Chief beyond the then normal one-year tour of duty. His many
faults did not immediately suggest to those involved in the order of battle



project that their work and its results would be tampered with. Six weeks
later, they would be rudely awakened.

Hilsman: “A Little Uneasy” in Saigon
While George Allen, Bill Benedict, and the rest of their team were about
three weeks into their order of battle project, the chief of the State
Department’s intelligence organization visited Vietnam. At the direction of
President Kennedy, the Director of the Bureau of Intelligence and Research
(INR), Roger Hilsman, arrived in Saigon for a meeting with Harkins and
Nolting on March 17. In Washington, Hilsman had briefed those the
president had asked him to on his “strategic concept” for Vietnam, but he
had not yet done so with Harkins, who, by this time, had been in Saigon for
over a month. Hilsman’s new “strategic concept,” which Kennedy had
clearly endorsed, required careful integration of its political, economic,
military, and psychological components. When Hilsman arrived in Saigon,
he discovered that this concept had been stillborn.

Hilsman learned that the MAAG had come up with a program, backed
by Diem and Nhu, called Operation Sunrise, supposedly to implement the
strategic hamlet concept. Hilsman felt Sunrise “represented a total
misunderstanding of what the program should try to do.” It envisioned
building a belt of strategic hamlets on the key road from Saigon through
Ben Cat in Binh Duong Province to Tay Ninh Province. Along this road
most of the South Vietnamese recruits traveled for their training in War
Zone D, a communist jungle base area. According to William Bundy, the
story behind Sunrise began at the first SECDEF conference in December,
when General McGarr presented a plan to make a major attack on War
Zone D.582 When McNamara refused to support this plan, Diem and
McGarr came up with Sunrise—a thrust into the provinces east of Saigon.

Hilsman was also worried because Sunrise required “all the hamlets in
the region be moved bodily to new locations,” which meant not only severe
dislocation of the peasants, but also violating “the absolutely fundamental
principle that the program should proceed outward from a secure base, like
a spreading oil blot.”583 Hilsman was concerned because this area was
flanked by heavy concentrations of Viet Cong forces—from Zone D on one
side and from Tay Ninh on the other—and was also a major route along



which Viet Cong troops and supplies flowed. Hilsman told Harkins and
Nolting that the strategic hamlet concept was designed to begin in less
dangerous areas and fan outward, and of his fear “that the Viet Cong would
try to make an example of these villages and so discredit the strategic
village concept throughout South Vietnam.”584

In a memorandum to General Taylor after his return, Hilsman reported
that Harkins, too, was “very disturbed” about Operation Sunrise, fearing
“the troops guarding these exposed villages would be called away to meet
some other threat, giving the Viet Cong precisely the opportunity they
seek.” Both Harkins and Nolting, he said, “were pressing Diem to cancel
this operation, but they were handicapped by the fact that it was the MAAG
that originally urged it.”585 Diem had not yet approved the overall hamlet
program, but Hilsman reported this “delay was apparently occasioned not
by any reluctance concerning the plan itself but by doubts as to who among
the Vietnamese would be in charge of it.”

Sunrise was not the only matter Hilsman found in Vietnam to worry
about. He learned from the Deputy Chief of Mission that Diem’s brother
Nhu wanted to “blanket the whole country” with hamlets. Apparently, Nhu
want to do this for his own political purposes and without regard for the oil
blot strategy or the strength of the individual hamlets themselves.586

Nolting told Hilsman that Nhu had personally assured him he was “aware
of the danger of a blanket approach,” and advised, “it would be most
unwise to raise with President Diem any question about Brother Nhu at this
time.”587 Diem’s approval of the Strategic Hamlet Program came on March
19, the day Hilsman departed Saigon. Concerned by what he had seen,
Hilsman, while remaining confident that the concept was correct, returned
to Washington with a pessimistic report on how the program was being
implemented. Sunrise, however, was a particular problem, as Hilsman later
recalled:

All we could do was to try to see that enough troops were
assigned to guard duty to deter the Viet Cong from making an
example of these four hamlets [then being planned] and then
hope. We could not, of course, tell the press that we had been
trying to get Sunrise called off. But they saw its flaws



immediately and the whole thing cost us heavily in adverse
publicity.588

The four hamlets were eventually built along the road to Tay Ninh, and all
four were lost to the communists by 1964.

Hilsman did not grasp the extent to which the hamlet program and his
entire “strategic concept” was in trouble. Part, if not most, of the reason for
this was Harkins, who gave Hilsman a rosy rundown of his hamlet
inspection tours. This news Hilsman happily relayed in a memo to Taylor,
and singled out some newly organized strategic hamlets Harkins had spoken
of in central South Vietnam. In a footnote to this sentence Hilsman added
that the value of the strategic village approach had been illustrated by the
fact that the arming of a very few villages in the Montagnard district along
the infiltration routes has forced the infiltrating Viet Cong to change their
routes drastically.589 The evidence for Hilsman’s claim that his “strategic
concept” had been implemented with the Montagnards was twofold:
assurances orally furnished to him by Harkins, and a MACV intelligence
report.

In fact, the Montagnard program—which was viewed a success by
people other than Hilsman—was already in serious trouble. To understand
the problem, however, one had to actually visit the villages and find out
what was going on. George Allen, traveling the countryside on the order of
battle project, happened to visit the “model” Montagnard village of Buon
Enao at the very time the Hilsman memo to Taylor claimed this “strategic
concept” had been successfully implemented there.

The Montagnards were an ethnic minority from whom the CIA and
U.S. Special Forces were trying to elicit cooperation in defending the area
around their villages from the communists. At this time, the “Buon Enao
experiment,” as it was called, was nearing the end of its first phase of
expansion in Darlac Province, a province located in the center of the II
Corps area. Buon Enao was at the very center of Darlac, and the Special
Forces found the surrounding villages eager to have their own weapons too.
When Allen arrived in Buon Enao in March, the establishment of village
defense systems in forty close-by villages was nearing completion.590

While the military component of the program—the establishment and
training of Citizens’ Irregular Defense Groups (CIDGs)—was rapidly



expanding, Allen detected a curious absence of any political component.
During a briefing he was given in Buon Enao, Allen noticed that the
portions of the briefing charts marked “political action” were blank. When
he inquired about the lack of political content to the program, he was told
“it was necessary to tread lightly on the subject,” and that Diem was
suspicious of American intentions with the Montagnards. It was Allen’s
conclusion that the American program to integrate Montagnards into the
South Vietnamese war effort was, therefore, flawed from the outset; and,
furthermore, that this inattention to the political aspect of the problem
would “plague” the American pacification effort for the rest of the war. At
the time, Allen recalls, “I remarked that without a political base, the
[Montagnard] program seemed unlikely to prosper over the long run.”591

He was right. Later in the war the Montagnards in this area turned against
the government.

Had Hilsman known what Allen discovered in March, he undoubtedly
would have added it to the other concerns he wrote about after his return to
Washington. For example, he reported that the military was proceeding “to
fight the ‘shooting war’ quite independently, with little or no attention paid
to coordination of the military effort with the ‘oil blot’ principle of
establishing hamlets.” Further, he noted military pressure for the use of
“devices which had political disadvantages—such as napalm and
defoliants,” which could destroy rice used by the peasants as well as the
Viet Cong. Hilsman also worried that the “interdiction bombing” by
American T-28s and B-26s, given the questionable intelligence reporting
and problems with indiscriminate or careless bombing, would turn the
people toward the Viet Cong.592

In a separate March 19 memorandum for the record to his staff at INR,
Hilsman bluntly stated, “I find that I am a little uneasy about the way things
are going in South Vietnam.”593 He was “not impressed” with John
Richardson, who was replacing Colby as the CIA Station Chief. “What
bothered me most . . . was his seeming failure to understand the strategic
concept we had put forward.” This impression, Hilsman noted, “is
something we had better keep in mind.” The new CIA Station Chief would
be removed just fifteen months later.

Finally, this memo is noteworthy because of Hilsman’s comments
about the secret U.S. air war that was escalating at the time. Much of the
memo was devoted to his worries about the ongoing U.S. Farm Gate air



strikes: “I’m uneasy about the tendency in Washington to keep Farm Gate
operations secret.” He argued this was impossible because of the large
numbers of Americans and Vietnamese involved. In his view, “The solution
lies not in trying to keep it hidden, but in using Farm Gate correctly.” It was
“perfectly clear,” he said, that Farm Gate was “still being used on what they
call ‘interdiction’ roles.’” He said Brigadier General Harvey Jablonsky, the
MACV J-4 (logistics), and a West Point colleague of Hilsman’s, had told
Nolting that after these air strikes the Viet Cong would remove their dead
soldiers and lay the bodies of any women and children who had been killed
out in the middle of the street “so that the villagers on returning would find
only women and children dead rather than Viet Cong.” Nolting, said
Hilsman, now reported growing doubts among many Americans in Saigon
about the “utility” of these air strikes. However, he added:

Diem and the South Vietnamese think it is great stuff and are
continually calling for strikes on the basis of the flimsiest kind of
intelligence. Our joint air control center has been screening these
very carefully but there is still a very large amount of what
cannot help but be indiscriminate bombing. The whole business
could blow up in any number of horrendous ways.

I would like all of you to give some thought to this and how
we might intervene either at the White House with Bobby
Kennedy or in some other way.

It all boiled down to the fact that the February SECDEF conference had not
adequately covered the problems associated with U.S. air operations in the
war. They would be high on the agenda of the next, fourth, SECDEF
conference, which, after Hilsman’s departure from Saigon, was just two
days away. A surprising new development occurred in these two days that
set the stage for the conference and an important presidential decision
reached after it.
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Chapter 11

We All Remain Silent

Across the Rubicon
n December 22, 1961, Specialist Fourth Class James T. “Tom” Davis
exited through the gate of the Army Security Agency’s 3rd Radio

Research Unit (RRU), a heavily guarded fenced-in compound at Tan Son
Nhut air base in South Vietnam.594 Davis, a specialist in radio direction
finding (RDF), climbed into the front seat of a two-and-a-half-ton truck
carrying a South Vietnamese Army RDF team in the back. The truck left
the air base and was heading for a small village when a Viet Cong unit
hiding on the side of the road detonated a land mine under the tailgate. The
truck swerved, and Davis leapt out, managing only to fire four or five
rounds before a shot fired by a Viet Cong soldier took his life. Davis was
the first American to die in open combat with the Viet Cong.

On January 21, 1962, an American Farm Gate mission accidentally
bombed a Cambodian border village killing many innocent civilians, and on
February 2, 1962, a C-130 on a low-level training mission crashed, killing
all three American crewmen aboard. The plane was apparently hit by
enemy ground fire but that was never proven. These three men were the
first U.S. Air Force fatalities of the war.595 At a February 26 press
conference, the U.S. Air Force Pacific (PACAF) Commander, General
O’Donnell, told newsmen that American pilots were in Vietnam to train the
Vietnamese, not fight the war themselves.596 He said American pilots only
accompanied the Vietnamese pilots into battle to advise them.

American secrecy became a story in itself, explained Embassy Chief
of Mission John Mecklin, creating the paradox where secrecy now



generated more publicity than the U.S. actions themselves would have.597

Mecklin, who became the Embassy’s Public Affairs Officer in 1962,
recalled the “memorable absurdities” to which this campaign was carried:

When the aircraft carrier Core tied up at the dock in the Saigon
River, for example, newsmen at the rooftop bar of the Majestic
Hotel could almost flick a cigarette down among the helicopters
cluttering her flight deck. Yet if one of them asked if that was an
aircraft carrier across the street, the official reply was supposed
to be “no comment.”598

Kennedy did not want the details of increasing American involvement in
the war to find their way into newspapers and other media accounts, and his
angry reactions, when these stories did appear, encouraged his subordinates
to keep the war—particularly the air war—a secret.

The inevitable results of stepped-up American involvement in the war
included American deaths and American ordnance killing innocent
Vietnamese civilians. These incidents made secrecy an enormous political
liability, leaving the administration vulnerable to the charge that it was
covering up atrocities and a policy that was costing American lives. Despite
this risk, a discussion on how to control press coverage of the war was
carried out at high levels in the government. On January 4, Deputy
Secretary of Defense Gilpatric put the wheels in motion by recommending
to Lemnitzer that whenever a planned action would have “public affairs”
implications, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs himself should lead an effort
to develop “a suitable cover story, or stories, a public explanation, a
statement of no comment or an appropriate combination thereof, for
approval by the Secretary of Defense.”599 More discussions, plans, and
intricate cover stories lay ahead. The administration was sinking slowly but
surely into a policy of deliberate deception known and approved of by the
president himself.

Secrecy and the American Air War
Contrary to the official claim that U.S. pilots were not flying combat
missions in Vietnam, the U.S. Air Force had already flown hundreds of



such missions by late February. Very often the only Vietnamese person in
the backseat was not a pilot in training at all, but “a low-ranking enlisted
man who sat to the side while the Americans did the work.”600 The ability
of reporters in Vietnam to find out what was really going on annoyed
Kennedy and McNamara. The news stories were embarrassing and
contradicted the administration’s publicly stated policy of noninvolvement
in combat actions.

This problem with the press had become a major issue by the time of
the third SECDEF conference in February. At that meeting McNamara
ordered the elimination of references to U.S. activities as combat
operations.601 At the same time, the State Department, in a February 21
cable, instructed the Saigon Embassy that it was not in the U.S. interest “to
have stories indicating that Americans are leading and directing combat
missions against the Viet Cong.”602

The cable’s convoluted history is a monument to the confusing
conundrum of official secrecy about the war that took place during the
Kennedy administration. It began on February 17, when Carl Rowan saw a
proposed State cable banning newsmen from helicopter flights in
Vietnam.603 He succeeded in getting to the president and persuading him to
kill the ban. Kennedy told Rowan to rewrite the press guidelines, but after
Rowan’s rewrite had passed through the bureaucratic obstacle course of
interdepartmental coordination in Washington, the result was the ambiguous
and infamous cable number 1006 to Saigon. It left too much discretion to
officials in Vietnam, and even included a provision for banning newsmen
from missions whose nature was deemed to be such that “undesirable
dispatches would be highly probable”—a restriction that clearly
contradicted the advice Rowan had given the president. Consequently, the
new guidelines in cable number 1006, which were originally intended to
“liberalize” policy, says Mecklin, were “little more than codification of the
errors the mission was already committing.”604

The undermining of this attempt to come clean with the press occurred
at an inauspicious time. Reports had been surfacing from U.S. advisors that
the Viet Cong were using accidental American bombings of civilians for
propaganda. The issue of indiscriminate bombing had been simmering for
some time. Despite South Vietnamese claims that the American Farm Gate
bombings were timely and accurate, the record of the February SECDEF
conference indicates top American officials” had nagging doubts about the



validity of the targets selected by the Vietnamese.”605 As early as March 4,
General Jablonsky aired serious concerns about the bombing in a meeting
with his own boss, General Harkins, and Ambassador Nolting.606 As
previously noted, Jablonsky reported the Viet Cong tactic of lining up the
corpses of any dead women and children killed by the bombings in the
streets of peasant villages. When Nolting appeared ready to curtail the
bombings, the Air Force objected, and Jablonsky failed to cite specific
examples to support his claims. Harkins sided with the Air Force, arguing
tighter curbs would merely benefit the Viet Cong. The meeting resolved
nothing.

Five days later, the American press blew the cover off the secret
American Farm Gate missions. One story reported that for the first time
since the Korean War, “American combat forces in limited numbers are
once again in action.”607 These reports argued that, in essence, South
Vietnam did not have enough trained fliers, and so the U.S. had committed
a small number of American piloted fighters and bombers to actual combat,
and that they were “carrying much of the brunt of the air war against the
guerrillas.”

The State Department and the Pentagon reacted immediately. On
March 9, State informed the Saigon Embassy that “General Harkins is
being instructed” through “military channels” on how to handle “military
aspects [of] public relations.”608 The channels turned out to be Assistant
Secretary of Defense for Public Affairs Arthur Sylvester, who on that same
day cabled Admiral Felt not to “instruct” but to warn Harkins that these
news stories had upset the president and the Joint Chiefs.609

Sylvester suggested that Felt, using a discreet strategy, tell Harkins to
begin subtly moving away from the “present policy which results in stories
indicating combat participation.” He said Harkins should be urged to
implement restrictions on information given to the press about combat
operations gradually, “rather than an abrupt shutdown.” Sylvester explained
that he realized this was “a delicate operation,” but something had to be
done about the stories emphasizing the U.S. role and involvement in
combat. He asked Harkins to “discourage” American officers involved in
these missions from making any direct statements that gave the impression
that Americans were “leading the combat missions against the Viet Cong.”
Sylvester seemed to presume that such discouragement would actually lead
to less attention to American combat operations in Vietnam. That



presumption was wrong. This sort of cover-up inevitably brought more
attention to these operations.

Admiral Felt wanted to come clean with the press. In his reply to the
Joint Chiefs on March 11, he said he thought Harkins should be authorized
to state that American pilots were flying in two-seater T-28s and RB-26s to
train Vietnamese pilots, and that on some of these missions ordnance was
being delivered on actual Viet Cong targets.610 Felt’s reply also said: “We
note State waffles and evades.” A March 13 message from the U.S. Air
Force Commander of 2d ADVON, General Anthis, bluntly complained that
it was “extremely difficult to maintain the secrecy of this operation” due to
its joint (American-Vietnamese) nature and the large number of people
involved. These complaints fell on deaf ears and, like the problem of
bombing indiscriminate targets, the issue of concealing the American role
in it remained unresolved. The newsmen on the ground dealt with these two
issues as part of the same problem, which they indeed were. The U.S.
policy apparatus failed to do likewise, a flaw that Kennedy’s fears of public
disclosure only made worse.

While the policy apparatus in Saigon and Washington was wrestling—
and failing to resolve—the dilemmas posed by these interrelated issues,
Diem suddenly asked Kennedy to authorize a major new increase in
American air operations. In the second week of March Diem charged that
Soviet planes—flown by Chinese and Vietnamese pilots—were supplying
the Viet Cong, and requested that U.S. interceptors be used to shoot them
down.611 The request led to disagreement over how to respond. General
Harkins and Admiral Felt recommended approval, but Secretary of State
Rusk, concerned about provoking the Chinese, opposed it. Diem’s request
was leaked to the press, who then badgered the White House about what
Kennedy would do, but Kennedy’s aides gave no hint of any presidential
decision, saying only that he was calling an NSC meeting. In fact, Diem’s
charge was true, and as the time for the NSC meeting and another SECDEF
conference (the fourth) approached, American radar sites inside South
Vietnam detected a major new communist resupply effort from the air.

“Put on More Speed and Get Out of Here”



It was very early on Monday morning, March 20, 1962. At a little after two
o’clock, it was still pitch black outside the Vietnamese light radar station
near Pleiku in the northern highlands of South Vietnam. The tiny site was
perfectly placed to overlook the valley of the Ia Drang River, which flowed
into Ratanakiri Province in Cambodia, just forty miles to the west. A
strategic province in the northeast corner of Cambodia, Ratanakiri’s eastern
boundary straddled Kontum and Pleiku provinces in South Vietnam, while
its northern boundary ran along Attopeu Province, the southernmost
province of Laos. This area was a major nexus of the Ho Chi Minh Trail,
from which trails fanned out toward Thailand, Cambodia, and South
Vietnam.

The personnel on duty at the radar station were far from lethargic,
however. The previous morning, just before light, another unit had reported
a possible airdrop to communist forces in their vicinity. Ground troops had
been immediately dispatched to investigate, but were unable to locate or
confirm the activity. In fact, since early that year there had been rumors that
the Viet Cong were receiving secret air resupply drops in the central
highlands. The Pleiku radar, as well as the radars at Tan Son Nhut and Da
Nang, had repeatedly picked up unidentified tracks. Sometimes these tracks
turned out to be tricks of the atmosphere or U.S. Army flights they knew
nothing about.612

There were no tricks on that Monday morning. At 2:40, the Pleiku
light radar picked up two unidentified targets flying near the Cambodian
border inside Vietnam.613 By pure coincidence, communications difficulties
prevented a quick attempt by the Americans to investigate. The communist
air supply forces, apparently confident their efforts were going undetected
in the dark of night, continued the operation. Forty-five minutes later, four
more targets showed up on the Pleiku radar in the same general area. There
was no doubt about it: a communist air drop was underway.

At five minutes after five, a lone U.S. B-26 scrambled to investigate.
The pilot found the targets all right, but the enemy pilots were experienced,
and did not allow him to make definite visual contact with his high-speed
plane. Flying at extremely low altitude (900-2,600 feet) and slow speeds
(80-120 knots), the communist planes maneuvered continuously and
hugged the terrain to avoid intercept. The target aircraft were suspected to
be either Soviet AN-2 Colt or YAK-12 Creek series aircraft with a YAK
series escort of some kind. A U.S. MAAG advisor, described as a USAF



captain “and qualified radar man,” observed the tracks and opined they
were in fact the targets suspected.

The B-26 tried in vain to get closer to the intruders, who attempted
unsuccessfully to jam the B-26 communications frequency by constantly
clicking a microphone. VHF radio intercept on 142.74 megacycles picked
up the voices of pilots. The senior American advisor of II Corps (an area
northeast of Saigon) reported that the initial words of the intercepted
transmission were in Chinese. They then “immediately broke into
Vietnamese.” One pilot inquired what he should do, and the answer came
back, “Put on more speed and get out of here.”614

At 6:32, two South Vietnamese AD-6s scrambled to help in the
intercept, but radar contact with the targets was lost as they disappeared into
Cambodian territory just before seven o’clock. The B-26 pilot reported
seeing position lights—either exhaust flame or fire on the ground. Road
blocks were set up around Pleiku and all civilian vehicles near the drop
zone were checked. By 8:10, a light aircraft found small bundles still
hanging in trees only twenty-nine miles away from Pleiku. South
Vietnamese Rangers were sent in H-21 helicopters to investigate, but the
Viet Cong were long gone.

Beginning at 11:30 that same evening and continuing until 3:15 the
following morning, twenty more tracks were picked up by the radars
operating at both Tan Son Nhut and Pleiku.615 An airdrop even larger than
the night before was in progress. First, Tan Son Nhut picked up unknown
tracks leading out of Cambodia, but after two Farm Gate T-28s were
scrambled, the tracks faded. The T-28s were recalled, but then Pleiku
reported up to fifteen new low-altitude tracks emerging from Cambodia.
The result was the same: one SC-47 was sent to disperse flares for two KB-
26s that searched in vain.

There could no longer be any doubt about external aerial resupply of
the Viet Cong. What was different about these events was the large number
of intruding aircraft and the breaking of radio silence. It was as if the
communists wanted the Americans to know. If so, their timing could not
have been better. As the twenty-plus communist aircraft were dropping their
loads inside South Vietnam, Kennedy was about to convene the NSC, and
Secretary McNamara and his staff were airborne, on their way to Honolulu.
There, the following morning, the secretary convened the fourth SECDEF
conference.



The Fourth SECDEF Conference – Air Issues
The newly discovered aerial resupply of the Viet Cong was one of several
important air issues discussed at the March 22 conference. Two others, the
size of the U.S. bomber force in Vietnam and its targets, had been under
discussion for weeks. While the conference would put some restrictions on
targets, the outcome of the conference was a major expansion of the secret
American air war in Vietnam.

At the conference, General Anthis used a sudden jump in Viet Cong
attacks in March to win approval for adding four more B-26s and four more
T-28s to the Farm Gate forces already in Vietnam.616 He argued that the B-
26s were the best aircraft for counterinsurgency, and that the T-28s were
needed for detachments at smaller airfields. Nolting and Harkins endorsed
the Anthis proposal, but McNamara appeared reluctant on the grounds that
the Vietnamese 2d Fighter Squadron was nearly operational. He asked how
much longer the American pilots would have to fly with the Vietnamese.
General Anthis parried this nicely, replying that Farm Gate would have to
“serve as a demonstration force” and “check the state of Vietnamese
training and standardization for quite a while.” This worked, and
McNamara approved their request to add eight more aircraft to the U.S.
Farm Gate forces.

The Air Force History of the war revealed that McNamara was not
told of the “glaring deficiencies” that impeded the Vietnamese Air Force.617

Not only were there far too few pilots, but those flying were in dire need of
more training. Their two fighter squadrons had fewer than twelve qualified
flight leaders, and their ground personnel were “generally inefficient.” They
lacked proficiency in night and all-weather flying; mission turnaround and
scramble times were miserably slow; and their planes were not equipped
with the full array of ordnance they were cleared to operate with. These
were the true reasons why Farm Gate aircraft needed to be increased, and,
of course, the reason why Farm Gate operations had reached new high
levels.

During the conference, General Jablonsky again raised the issue of
Farm Gate bombing targets selected—often in an apparently arbitrary
manner—by the South Vietnamese.618 Nolting urged closer scrutiny of
bombing operations, while the Defense Secretary, apparently well prepared
on the issue, agreed to allow the operations to continue but only under strict



controls and stringent intelligence criteria. Air Force Chief of Staff Curtis
LeMay—who would visit Vietnam a few weeks later—was pressuring for a
far more active American role. The Air Force History summarized his
arguments:

Because Farm Gate was flying less than it could, LeMay wanted
crews to log more missions. This would allow American airmen
rotating through Vietnam to attain valued experience that might
well be needed elsewhere. He suggested relaxing the restrictions
calling for a Vietnamese crewman to be aboard Farm Gate planes
and confining Farm Gate to offensive missions beyond the
competence of the Vietnamese.619

McNamara, however, while prepared to expand the American role in the air
war, was not about to remove the secrecy surrounding it. By taking the
Vietnamese out of the backseat, LeMay’s suggestion would remove the
training cover for these air strikes, and was consequently unacceptable to
the secretary.

The big news at the conference, of course, concerned the events of the
preceding two nights. The use of Soviet aircraft in large numbers to
resupply the Viet Cong inside Vietnam could not go unchecked. With the
Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, Lemnitzer, at the conference, General LeMay
filled in as the acting chief at the Pentagon. LeMay cabled the president’s
decision authorizing the shoot-down of hostile aircraft to Honolulu while
the conference was in session. The reaction in Washington had been
favorable, he said, clearance from both the White House and State
Department had been received. Only a final plan was needed, and LeMay
had four guidelines for it: 1) shoot-downs could not occur in the “Saigon
area”; 2) they had to be handled delicately to “avoid leaks” to the press; 3)
they had to “avoid” Cambodian territory; and 4) the final plan had to be
approved by the Joint Chiefs. “Request your plan soonest to facilitate
approval,” LeMay signed off.620

The situation presented Kennedy with little choice but to agree to
Diem’s request for U.S. interceptors. The Viet Cong could not be allowed
uninterrupted logistical support from the air. Given the president’s
imposition of a secrecy blanket on U.S. air combat, however, this new



authorization required elaborate planning to conceal from reporters any
potential evidence of aerial dogfights. It did not work, of course and, as is
usually the case with cover stories, the cover turned out to be more
interesting than the story.

Devising a Plausible Cover Story
The Air Force could not be accused of responding slowly to the president’s
authorization for air-to-air combat. On Thursday morning, March 22, only
hours after Kennedy approved shooting down the Soviet aircraft, three
single-seat F-102s and one twin-seat (side-by-side) TF-102 roared down the
runway of Clark Air Base in the Philippines and took off out over the East
China Sea. They were a detachment of the 509th Interceptor Squadron,
405th Tactical Fighter Wing, and were deploying to Tan Son Nhut, South
Vietnam, where they would arrive by nightfall. Their mission was to
intercept and destroy communist supply aircraft flown by Chinese and
North Vietnamese pilots.621

The Washington bureaucracy needed a little more time to catch up. On
March 24, Secretary of State Rusk withdrew his opposition to shooting
down the Soviet planes in a cable from Geneva. He stated it was of the
utmost importance that the “other side” not be permitted to establish this
resupply as a precedent and said he hoped “arrangements are being made to
see that hostile aircraft over South Vietnam are shot down.”622 On March
26, Under Secretary of State Ball cabled Rusk that Kennedy had approved
the rules of engagement for U.S. interdiction of communist aircraft over
South Vietnam. Public posture would be discreet he said, and the Air Force
had been asked to “work it out” so that if a U.S.-marked plane actually
destroyed a communist plane, “public handling will be simply that
Communist plane crashed.”623 This lie sprang from the same old dilemma:
how to avoid revealing the problem of the “degree to which Americans
[are] engaged in active hostilities” in Vietnam.

The next day, March 27, the Joint Chiefs sent a priority message to
CINCPAC authorizing U.S. aircraft to destroy hostile aircraft over South
Vietnam.624 The message made it clear, however, that “declaration of
aircraft as hostile will be tempered with judgment and discretion.” A
Pentagon draft of this message still extant has handwriting on the upper-



right-hand corner that clearly reads: “approved by Pres, and State and DOD
notified.” The Pentagon communications center sent it at 9:52 P.M. Seven
minutes later, the center sent another JCS message to CINCPAC with the
precedence of “OPS IMMEDIATE.” The second message from the Joint
Chiefs contained a direct order to Admiral Felt saying it was “mandatory”
that he devise “ways and means to ensure maximum discretion and
minimum publicity.” The chiefs then gave amplifying instructions to the
order: “This effort must be kept in [the] lowest possible key. In the event of
loss of U.S. aircraft, a plausible cover story or covering action must be
ready.” The chiefs even spelled out specific guidelines for the cover: if an
enemy aircraft was shot down, the South Vietnamese Air Force (RVNAF)
would be credited with the kill; if there was no South Vietnamese aircraft
operating in the area, then the loss would be falsely attributed to a crash.
Obtaining the cooperation and coordination of the South Vietnamese
government was “essential,” the chiefs said. They also made it clear that the
order was to be carried out immediately, saying, “Your plans to achieve the
above desired as soon as feasible.”625

It is not every day that a theater CINC receives direct orders from the
Joint Chiefs to fabricate false stories, particularly with such clarity and
details. Within hours Felt was polishing the plan he would recommend, and
the following morning he cabled it to Harkins for coordination.626 Of
course, Felt had opposed keeping the air war secret, but once given the task,
he did his job well, and the expressions he used for the degrees of deception
are an illustration of how deeply mired in its own mesh of secrecy the U.S.
government had become. Felt told Harkins that instead of the Joint Chiefs’
proposal to keep the operation in “lowest possible key,” he preferred to give
it the “usual low key treatment.”

Felt then explained the amusing recipe for a cover story that he had
cooked up. If an enemy plane was shot down, he said, the best thing to do
was keep silent. This was so, he reasoned, because publicity would have
little psychological benefit for “our side” while silence would create “fears
of uncertainty in minds of other side.” In order to enhance the plausibility
of crediting the Vietnamese Air Force with the kills, Felt advised that
Vietnamese T-28s should be sent up each time the U.S. F102s were
scrambled on a mission. Failing this, “You must resort to story that intruder
must have crashed due to accidental causes such as mechanical failure or
pilot error.”



In the event a U.S. aircraft was lost on an interdiction mission, Felt
offered this concoction: “Accident while engaged in routine orientation
flight is being investigated in normal manner to determine whether due to
mechanical failure, weather or pilot error.” In the event an intruder was shot
down by a U.S. aircraft, Felt had yet another fabrication in store, and the
press had already been set up for it:

The story is clean-cut to the effect that while on routine training
flight [aircraft] investigated unidentified plane which initiated
hostile action and was thereupon destroyed. We tend toward
opinion that GVN should be encouraged to exploit successful
actions against intruders violating GVN airspace. Groundwork
has already been laid by UPI story datelined Saigon 25 Mar by
Morton Perry stating VNAF has begun efforts to intercept
unidentified [ aircraft] between Pleiku and frontier. [Emphasis
added]

Felt gave one final instruction to Harkins. Commanding officers and
officers in charge of those “having knowledge of these things” were to be
“instructed and rehearsed.” Felt then told Harkins to come up with ways
and means and consult with Nolting about it, and then to cable back their
ideas so that a fully coordinated plan could be sent to the Joint Chiefs for
final approval.

Harkins and Nolting barely had time to digest the contents of this
cable from Felt before the admiral was back on the wire with a new cable to
MACV the following day. In the new cable, Felt commented on a State
Department cable (number 1144) that has still not been declassified. From
the text of Felt’s cable, however, we know that the State cable discussed the
problem of replying to press questions about the deployment on March 21
of the F-102s that were to be used for shooting down Soviet aircraft. From
Felt’s message it is clear that State advocated spinning a yarn “to the effect
that” night interceptors had been requested by the South Vietnamese
government to fill a gap in its Air Force “arsenal,” and that “this kind” of a
reply might be given by Kennedy at his scheduled press conference the
following morning. Kennedy, however, did not mention it.627



Two more days of messages went back and forth, sculpting and
resculpting what was daily becoming an ever more elaborate lie. Finally, on
March 29, Admiral Felt sent the Joint Chiefs the final coordinated plan
from the Pacific. He began: “Following is my plan for assuring maximum
discretion, minimum publicity U.S. air operations in [South Vietnam] in
response to Ref A [the Joint Chiefs’ order].”628 His plan deserves to be
reproduced here:

2. In event an enemy aircraft is destroyed by U.S. air action, we all
remain silent. No results [of] U.S. missions will be passed via
air-ground radio. If leak develops, VNAF will claim credit
through GVN information channels. Plausibility will be
reinforced by scheduling VNAF aircraft in air at time and in
general area of action.

3. In event hostile aircraft are destroyed by Farm Gate aircraft the
VNAF will exploit incident as being VNAF operation through
GVN information channels to prove intrusion [into] SVN
airspace. Explanation will be that while on routine training flight,
aircraft investigated unidentified plane which initiated hostile
action and was thereupon destroyed.

4. In event a U.S. aircraft is lost on an operational mission from any
cause whatsoever, the explanation in reply to press query is that
accident occurred while aircraft [was] engaged in routine
orientation flight, [and] that accident [is] being investigated in
normal manner to determine cause.

5. [Commander] MACV will take appropriate measures to insure
all personnel having knowledge [of] these operations are
instructed and rehearsed by commanding officers of all units
concerned on need for strict observance [of] these ground rules.

6. [Commander] MACV advises that command[er] VNAF agrees to
claim credit for any hostile aircraft destroyed and that
confirmation higher level and full GVN cooperation [is] being
obtained.629 [Emphasis added]

This plan was quickly approved by the Joint Chiefs of Staff. An internal
NSC memo of March 28 confirmed the order: “All U.S. air units with an



interceptor capability [words classified] have been given orders to shoot
down any communist bloc aircraft over South Vietnamese territory in
accordance with specified ‘rules of engagement.’”630

This, then, is how the intricate cover story to hide the order
authorizing U.S. aircraft to shoot down Soviet planes over Vietnam was put
together. It seems tragic, somehow, that the disparate bureaucracy in
Washington, Honolulu, and Saigon could come together with such
efficiency, coordination, and energy to fine-tune a false cover story, and yet
work with the agility and pace of a turtle on the true problems of the war.
Unfortunately, controlling the public impression of the war consumed an
inordinate amount of command attention.

“Erroneous” Impressions of U.S. Involvement
Large numbers of Viet Cong attackers came out of their mountain hideouts
in late March and early April to attack the coastal plains repeatedly, from
Da Nang down to Qui Nhon. Some of these attacks were designed to sever
the coastal railroad network, but the overall message was as unmistakable
as it was in the Delta: no place was safe, and regular government forces
were no longer immune. One of these attacks aroused special attention in
the press and in Washington. On April 8, a South Vietnamese platoon was
overrun by a Viet Cong company-sized force. Two of the four American
advisors accompanying the platoon were killed and the other two were
captured.

The four Americans were all enlisted men, and had been stationed at
the U.S. Special Forces Detachment at Da Nang. On the morning of April 8,
they departed with a platoon of South Vietnamese civic action trainees for
an exercise near the town of An Chau, in Quang Nam Province. Some of
the largest Viet Cong attacks in the northern part of the country had taken
place in the previous days. On April 2, a Viet Cong battalion conducted an
operation in Binh Dinh Province to the south, while on the same day
another Viet Cong force attacked the railroad further north in Quang Ngai
Province. Two days later, a Viet Cong force attacked a Self Defense Corps
company in Quang Ngai. On April 6, a regimental-sized Viet Cong
operation occurred in Quang Ngai. Two Viet Cong battalions reinforced by
a heavy weapons company assaulted a regular South Vietnamese Army



installation while, in a coordinated move, more guerrillas overran a Civil
Guard post a few miles to the west.631 The next morning, the Viet Cong
were already in their ambush positions near An Chau as the four American
advisors set out with the tiny Vietnamese force for a training exercise. At
8:00 A.M., the team radioed it was under attack and asked for help. Three
minutes later, they radioed that their position was being overrun.632

The response was too slow. Thirty minutes after the call for help,
helicopters airlifted twenty U.S. Special Forces personnel and twenty
Vietnamese civilian trainees to the ambush area, while additional civic
action platoons were dispatched by truck. When they arrived, only a
handful of stragglers could be found. Since only one Vietnamese had been
killed and only four wounded, it was obvious that most of the platoon had
either run away or been captured.633 At 8:50 a U.S. helicopter spotted the
bodies of Staff Sergeant Wayne Marchand and Specialist Five James
Gabriel on the side of the road just three kilometers away from where the
attack occurred. Both had been shot in the face at close range. This
suggested that all four Americans had been alive when the fighting was
over, but that these two had been wounded and then presumably murdered
because they could not keep up with the Viet Cong withdrawal.634

According to the report that evening from Da Nang, Gabriel was
married, and his wife, in Okinawa, was pregnant. The report warned the
Chief MAAG that “Rheinstein [of] NBC was on mission which found US
dead. Understand he has sent news release by cable and has newsreel films
of this.”635 The report indicated that a U.S. officer by the name of “Jinkins”
had “coordinated” a message from the South Vietnamese I Corps
Commander to the Vietnamese Joint Chiefs “approving” the use of his two
Ranger companies that were down in Saigon for a mission to rescue the two
missing Americans. The Da Nang report also requested a “Colonel Dayton”
in Saigon to “coordinate” this rescue plan with his Vietnamese counterpart.

Only fragments of all of this reached CINCPAC in the first reports
from Saigon. Two, one from MAAG and the other from the embassy, are
still not available, but we know that their contents worried Admiral Felt.
His message seven hours later clearly demonstrates the cause of his
concern. The message mistakenly informed the JCS that there was “no
repeat no information as to press knowledge and/or reaction [about] this
incident,” but directed MACV to “advise on press handling of U.S.
personnel participating in this action.” Felt’s cable complained that the



embassy message implied that the follow-up action was all U.S. controlled.
“Need clearer explanation,” the cable demanded.636 MACV responded by
retransmitting the Da Nang message, which CINCPAC in turn relayed to
the JCS in Washington. Seven minutes later, CINCPAC passed on to the
Joint Chiefs the gist of a telephone call from its own Public Information
Officer (PIO), Lieutenant Colonel Griscti, who had apparently been rushed
to Saigon:

[Public Information Officer] has no knowledge of how
Rheinstein NBC handled [it]. Report is he took 500 feet of film
of incident, and is sending out unprocessed. Griscti on top of
this. He is trying to find out how NBC played story. Will do his
best to get it cleaned up from this end. Appears now NBC team
has already filed story from Da Nang. It will probably be
necessary soon to confirm incident to Saigon press stressing
Vietnamese training exercise in which US advisors [were]
participating in training problem.637 [Emphasis added]

What had to be “cleaned up”? The impression that American soldiers were
participating in combat.

American soldiers could not avoid combat if they were to do their
jobs. Yet, even this seemed difficult for the administration to be forthright
about. The U.S. commanders on the scene, at least, cared more for the lives
of the two captive men, and rushed twenty U.S. Special Forces soldiers to
the site in an attempt to rescue them.638 These Americans arrived well
ahead of the Vietnamese reinforcements, and there is no doubt that they
would have justifiably gone straight into action to save their comrades had
the Viet Cong been within reach. Given the press attention already
generated by the incident, this could have led to a much larger problem to
“clean up.” The Viet Cong, however, along with their American prisoners,
were long gone.

The Vietnamese rescue effort to find the two Americans was
terminated on April 17 without success. However, they did manage to find
the Viet Cong force that had captured them, although it would be more
accurate to say the Viet Cong found the rescue team. On April 12, more



than 100 Viet Cong ambushed the relief force, and were driven off only by
American air strikes.

At a press conference on April 11, a reporter asked the president this
question: “Sir, what are you going to do about the American soldiers getting
killed in Vietnam?”639 Kennedy replied, “Well, I’m extremely concerned
about American soldiers who are in a great many areas in hazard.” He
reiterated that U.S. policy was to help Vietnam maintain its independence.
He acknowledged the seriousness of its hazards were comparable to World
War I, World War II, and Korea, saying, “These four sergeants are in that
long roll. But we cannot desist in Vietnam.” It must have been an awkward
and embarrassing moment for the president. It would have demeaned the
lives of the two dead servicemen to have offered anything less than a strong
defense of the U.S. presence in Vietnam.

Although the two captured Americans were released by the Viet Cong
three weeks later, the incident and the press coverage it generated buffeted a
nervous Washington bureaucracy caught in the vise of a deteriorating war
and the pressures for expanding U.S. involvement. Three days after the
attack, the State Department enjoined all its diplomatic missions to use
more caution in discussing the war.640 The cable reported this:

Department seriously concerned by impression created by some
press reports that the war in Vietnam is a U.S. war, and which
imply that it is a war in which U.S. is directing, in which U.S. is
participating and for which U.S. is responsible. Critics of our
present policy emphasize “growing U.S. involvement,” “U.S.
moral responsibilities,” and similar concepts, as well as role of
U.S. military personnel.

This “erroneous” impression, it continued, was dangerous because of
adverse international reaction, and because the Viet Cong might paint the
U.S. as assuming the former French colonial role. The growing U.S.
involvement in, and moral commitment to, the fate of South Vietnam,
however, simply could not be denied or downplayed, particularly if the
overseas missions were to retain any credibility at all with the press. The
story of the growing U.S. involvement and the concomitant effort to deny it
was to become one of the principal failures of the Kennedy administration.



The denial did not work then, and has confounded study of Kennedy’s
Vietnam policies ever since.

Each act taken to cover up the truth served only to draw more
attention to it. When the April 18 periodic report of the Vietnam Task Force
was forwarded to Kennedy, Harriman singled out publicity and leaks to the
press as the top two items worthy of the president’s attention.641 When the
Princeton arrived in South Vietnam on April 15, a new U.S. Marine
helicopter force, “Shufly,” flew directly from the ship to Soc Trang. This
was done to avoid the publicity of off-loading in Saigon, and “to avoid a
possible citation by the [International Control Commission].”642 It was a
silly idea to try to hide a U.S. Marine helicopter company, the fourth to be
deployed and second to be used in III Corps—South Vietnam’s Delta
region. The press immediately found out about it anyway, which led to
another expression of State Department jitters and a request to Saigon to
trace the leak. No lesson was learned from this, however. The cover memo
to the April 18 Task Force Vietnam report contained the following item:

The Department learned on April 18 that the USNS Croatan is
due to arrive Saigon April 20 to unload five jet helicopters (HU-
1A’s) and 18 H-21 helicopters. The Department has asked
[Department of Defense] to arrange for the Croatan not to unload
in Saigon and to avoid publicity when the helicopters do arrive.

It was a never-ending story of never-ending headaches. In fact, the official
lies about American involvement had become so numerous that the
reporters became used to them and knew how to account for them in the
stories they filed.

The deception had become integral to the routine, so much a part of
the way business was carried on in Saigon that no one seemed to notice
when a fiction of a different sort emerged, a deception within the deception.
This story was not told to newspaper reporters. It appears to have been
directed at the president himself.
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Chapter 12

Webs of Deception

“O what a tangled web we weave, when first we practice to deceive.”

—SIR WALTER SCOTT,
 MARMION, 1808

ne afternoon in March 1962, an American H-21 helicopter lifted off
from Saigon and headed for Bac Lieu Province.643 Three passengers

were on board, all from MACV. The ranking man was the MACV
Intelligence (J-2) Chief, Colonel Winterbottom. Army Captain Don Blascak
carried Winterbottom’s duffel bag, which contained the colonel’s lunch and
his Swedish K machine gun. Blascak worked primarily in the Special
Operations section of the J-2 in MACV, but he accompanied Winterbottom
on trips like these. On this occasion Winterbottom was also accompanied by
the civilian head of his order of battle team, George Allen. Winterbottom
was conducting a survey of U.S. intelligence advisors in the III Corps area in
the Delta, and on this day his objective was to exchange information with the
U.S. intelligence advisor to South Vietnam’s 21st Division, Army Major
Jonathan Ladd.

The plan had been to call first on the division commander, and so the
helicopter headed for the division command post. When the Americans
arrived, however, they discovered that the commander and Major Ladd were
out on an operation. The Vietnamese volunteered the location of it and the
three intelligence officers reboarded the H-21 and flew to the site. Allen



found the division intelligence (G-2) chief, and during their discussions,
reports suddenly came in that a Viet Cong platoon had just run into a tree-
line so close to them they could see it. As was the case so often in situations
like these, the South Vietnamese commander did not send in troops to flush
out the communists. He called in a U.S. air strike.

During the next forty long minutes there was no activity from the Viet
Cong, no sniper fire, nothing. Finally, the American B-26s arrived, and flew
“right down the tree-line, napalm all over the goddamned place.” When this
was over, the division commander boldly ordered a company in to check out
the situation. The minutes rolled by as Allen and the other advisors waited
impatiently for word of the outcome. Still no activity, no shots, no
movement. Eventually the time to depart arrived. Allen and the others were
naturally still curious, so they asked the Vietnamese what had happened. The
reply was disappointingly short: “Well, no sign of any bodies or anything.”

The ride back to Saigon was more eventful. Allen recalls:

Winterbottom, as usual, is sitting in the open door of the chopper,
with one cheek hanging out, and his back up against the door.
Blascak is sitting up in the same side of the chopper as the door is
on, and I’m across the way, and Blascak looks over at me and gets
my eye…

With a playful look on his face, Blascak motioned with his hands for Allen
to push Winterbottom out of the chopper. Allen couldn’t help but laugh at
the thought of Winterbottom screaming on his way down. “I didn’t have the
guts to do it,” Allen jokes about it now. “Geez, it would have been a service
to the country. It really would.” To this day, whenever they meet, Blascak
greets him with: “You should have done it, George.”





Blascak, Young, and Drummond; downed U.S. helicopter, 1962.

It did not take long for Winterbottom to do something that would
remind Allen why he disliked him so much:

[Winterbottom is] stewing, and just after we land in Saigon on our
return, he says, “How many guys in a platoon, George?” And I
say “Oh, about thirty-six. That would be standard.” And he said,
“Okay.” And so the next day, when that incident is reported, the
MACV report says thirty-six KIA [killed in action]. And I went in
to him and I said, “Where’d they get this? When we left they had
no body count at all. They didn’t see anything that they knew
were the bodies.” And he said, “Well, ah, it was a platoon that ran
into the goddamned tree-line wasn’t it?” I said, “Yeah.” And he
said, “Well Christ, they, you know, they napalmed the goddamned
place! They must have killed them all.”

In this author’s view, the fact that the MACV intelligence chief did not know
how many men were in a platoon showed how utterly unfit the Air Force
colonel was for the job he had. Obviously, Winterbottom put the 36 KIAs in
the MACV report himself. “It was crazy,” Allen said later, “just crazy.”

Crazy yes, but not unusual for the MACV Intelligence Chief. As Allen
and the others involved in MACV’s ongoing intelligence work would soon
find out, an incident like this was only the tip of the iceberg. When they
submitted their order of battle findings to Winterbottom, a great deal more
than a platoon of Viet Cong disappeared in the jungle.

Back Channel to the Vice President
At the third SECDEF conference in February, General Harkins had painted
the war effort in very optimistic terms. His rosy accounts provided to
McNamara at this and subsequent SECDEF conferences were exactly the
opposite of the bleak situation being detailed by his own intelligence
analysts and those at USARPAC as well. Yet McNamara’s view of the war
effort was based principally on the accounts of his field commanders.
Consequently, his testimony on March 16 to the House Appropriations



Committee reflected their confident and hopeful statements. The Defense
Secretary told the Congress he was optimistic about the war. He believed
that the U.S. would attain its objectives, and said that the end appeared to be
in sight. He concluded, “I would say definitely we are approaching it from
the point of view of trying to clean it up and terminating subversion, covert
aggression and combat operations.”644

The same day McNamara was telling Congress how the U.S. was
winning the war, Lyndon Johnson was in his office reading about how the
U.S. was losing the war. By the middle of March 1962, one’s view of the
war depended entirely on who gave you your information. Why the vice
president was reading an opposite and, as shall be seen, true account of the
battlefield situation is one of the most significant enigmas of the Vietnam
War during the Kennedy years. There is incontrovertible proof that accurate
details of the failing war effort were provided to Johnson through a
privileged intelligence back channel, and an unassailable certainty that he
deliberately withheld this information from Kennedy.

Ironically, the first documentary evidence of this back channel bears
the same date as McNamara’s optimistic testimony to Congress. In a March
16 memorandum to Johnson, his Military Aide, Air Force Colonel Howard
Burris, flatly proclaimed that “the U.S. program in South Vietnam still has
not reversed the level nor intensity of Viet Cong operations.”645 Whereas
communist attacks were formerly made by small groups of men, he said,
attacks were now executed by company and battalion-sized units. In other
words, while Burris was telling Johnson that the U.S. program had not made
a dent in Viet Cong operations—which, on the contrary, he said, were
becoming even larger—McNamara was telling Congress the end of the war
was in sight.

Were McNamara’s comments a reflection of the policy of official
optimism? According to the U.S. Army’s The Military and the Media,
1962-1968, steering the press away from South Vietnam’s defeats on the
battlefield “toward other areas of progress” was official policy.646

Occasionally, when the newspapers cooperated, this policy did produce
optimistic press accounts. For example: “McNamara Off on Trip,” read a
March 21 headline in the Baltimore Sun, “for another of his periodic visits
to the Pacific command relative to the extremely fluid situation in South
Vietnam.”647 The article was upbeat, and printed the military’s assurances
that a “slow improvement” of South Vietnam’s position was taking place due



to a number of “successful actions.” These included the growing skills of
South Vietnam’s government forces, improved equipment, the breaking up
of several guerrilla strongholds, and, not least, the “influential” activities of
the U.S. “military assistance group.” Singled out for particular praise was the
new U.S. equipment provided to Vietnam, the value of which, the press was
told, had been clearly demonstrated since McNamara’s last visit in February.
Precisely because steering the press was official policy, however, such
newspaper stories are not the best indicators of what, at the secret level,
McNamara was told, or what he believed was happening on the battlefield.

To unravel the twisted story of who knew what, and, more importantly,
what McNamara knew or was told, we must first understand what MACV
was reporting to him at his SECDEF conferences. These were classified
briefings, where the most sensitive intelligence from the battlefield was
shown to the secretary and the top Pentagon brass. It was behind closed
doors that General Harkins and his MACV staff presented the facts,
statistics, and analyses upon which McNamara based his view of the war.
What did it mean when the secretary emerged from these conferences and
made such optimistic remarks? Was he holding back anything significant he
had heard in these meetings? The record suggests he was not. Like the third
SECDEF conference before it, the news MACV gave McNamara in March
at the fourth SECDEF conference was an account of great progress, and he
honestly reported to the press the gist of what he has heard.

Why, then, was the vice president’s information so different? Consider,
for example, the Burris memo to Johnson on March 30.648 In it, he delivered
to LBJ an even more lurid account of the failing war effort than he had on
the 16th. Intensification of Viet Cong activity “on an increasingly broader
spectrum” was under way, Burris said, and had now crossed the threshold of
direct attacks against units of South Vietnam’s regular forces. What is
particularly arresting about this March 30 memo is the raw data Burris
included in it, data that was explicitly and forcefully contradicted at the
March conference. The memo stated:

In the face of this increased activity, South Vietnam statistics, in
one area in particular, are somewhat alarming. Desertions from
the regular forces have increased to 1,000 a month. Even this does
not include the figures among the paramilitary forces. When the
battle casualties are added the total losses are expected to increase



to the point where an overall increase in the effectiveness of the
South Vietnam armed forces is doubtful.

Where was the vice president’s information coming from? Burris says he
“got a lot of raw information.”649 When pressed for his exact sources by the
author he replied, “We got it from everywhere.” In a more revealing
explanation on another occasion he said: “They’d hand you a copy of a
memo. You’d get stuff from the boys in the woodwork. Later McCone put a
stop to what I was getting.” [Emphasis added]

Burris says that “the figures, facts, and circumstances were tailored to
make them look good,” and it was being done, he says, to support a “point of
view” and prevent the “top people” from looking at “all sides” of the
situation. However, Burris explains, “I had other ways to get the information
—I could get the McNamara memos too.”650 By this he means material from
the McNamara conferences and “what Harkins was telling him.” Did the
vice president talk to Burris about this? “Oh sure,” Burris states. “We talked
about it a lot.” The vice president told Burris to “find out what the hell was
going on.” Johnson felt McGeorge Bundy and McNamara were “working
hand in hand.” Burris claims LBJ did not like them, and told him: “Keep me
posted on what they’re doing and what they’re up to.”

So Burris went forth to gather and report, as honestly as he could, the
inside scoop for the vice president on the battlefield situation and on who
was saying what about it and to whom in Washington. In his March 16
memo, Burris delivered an illuminating summary of whom he had talked
with about the fact that the war was going badly. He had not, he said,
brought the matter to the attention of McNamara, but he had kept track of
what the “commanders of the Pacific” were telling the secretary. He also
indicated he was talking with people in General Taylor’s “office” and had
been in contact with the “staff” of the Joint Chiefs. They had confirmed the
grim battlefield news. Burris’ talks with these men had failed to produce any
estimate as to when the negative trend “might be reversed.” Before long, he
had put together the following general information:

Taylor and Harkins had one view. Then there was the JCS, and
there were the professionals. Then there was also this Colonel
[meaning himself] telling the vice president something else.
[McGeorge] Bundy didn’t like the memos I was sending to LBJ.



While it is unclear why McGeorge Bundy would have disliked Burris’
memos to LBJ, Burris’ claim that Taylor and Harkins held the same view on
the war would be borne out by later events. As for where the details of the
failing war effort came from, an exhaustive search to find documents that
match the Burris memos by date and content has produced only one source:
the USARPAC Intelligence Bulletins being produced in Hawaii.651

These USARPAC bulletins were at odds with MACV reporting from
the very start. While General Harkins talked optimistically about the war at
the February SECDEF conference, USARPAC analysts, in an office not very
far from where the conference was taking place, were busy putting together
a far different account of the war. The results of their work would shortly be
published as the feature item in the March 1 edition of the USARPAC
Intelligence Bulletin. The headline bluntly read: “Guerrilla War Drags On in
South Vietnam.”652 The article explained that the South Vietnamese
government was making no substantial headway in regaining effective
control, and lamented that “the sapping of Government strength and
authority continues.” Its author complained of the growing monotony of
weekly reports on friendly operations conducted “without significant
results,” and said flatly, “The communists are more than holding their own.”
Hard-core Viet Cong forces had risen to 20,000-22,000, up from the 16,000-
20,000 USARPAC had reported in February. This “powerful enemy force”
was slowly growing in size and influence despite heavy casualties, the article
concluded, and warned that “it appears certain that enemy capability for
large-scale action has in no way diminished.”

The disparity between the USARPAC and MACV reporting was even
more pronounced by the time of the fifth SECDEF conference in May. So
was the difference between what the president heard from McNamara and
what the vice president heard from Burris. These dissimilarities are
unsettling. The fact that General Taylor knew the truth is as arresting as the
fact that the vice president knew. Taylor was the president’s Military
Representative. Did Taylor pass what he knew on to Kennedy? There is
nothing in the record or in Taylor’s later memoirs that suggests he did so. He
had not turned out to be the man Kennedy could trust on Vietnam policy in
November 1961. Apparently, this continued to be the case during the events
of 1962. As we will see in later chapters, this unfortunate problem became
even more intractable in the fall of 1963.



If the vice president knew the truth, and if members of the Joint Staff
knew the truth, why didn’t any of them confront McNamara? The answer to
that is elusive. There is no evidence that the secretary knew or suspected
what was going on in the spring of 1962. But there is evidence that he was
worried about what was going on. Scrawled in handwriting at the end of the
March 16 Burris memo, is the following postscript: “This same question of
‘where are we in [South] Vietnam’ still disturbs Mr. McNamara. He is
leaving today, March 20, for meetings in Honolulu, where he hopes to obtain
some answers.” He got answers all right, but not an accurate picture of the
battlefield. When the March 22 conference was over, McNamara told
reporters that the discussions were the most encouraging he had heard thus
far. He stated:

I am pleased to learn that the armed forces of Vietnam are taking
the offensive throughout the country, carrying the war to the Viet
Cong, inflicting higher casualty rates, and capturing Viet Cong
weapons and supplies in greater numbers.653

Unknown to McNamara, what happened at the conference went well beyond
the subtle slanting of figures.

A Deception Within the Deception
The highly selective use of statistics by MACV at the fourth SECDEF
conference effectively concealed the failure of the war. It needs to be
emphasized again, that this scheme was carried out inside of the U.S.
military. It had nothing to do with the pabulum of official optimism inherent
in press releases to the public. Rather, it was an illusion created in top secret
briefings to convince the Secretary of Defense and, through him, the
president, that the war was being won. The withholding from the public of
the details of the American role in the war was a broader deception within
which this deeper subterfuge was executed. It was, in effect, a deception
within a deception.

It is important at the outset to define clearly what is meant by this
inside deception. The primary target has already been stated: The president.
The objective was to hide the failure of the war effort from him. The false



story held that the enemy’s size and area of control were manageable, and
that the South Vietnamese Army was winning on the battlefield. Not all of
the elements of this deception story were used at the fourth SECDEF
conference. Hiding some key facts or presenting them out of context was
sufficient to permit the story of battlefield success. By the time of the fifth
SECDEF conference in May, the stakes in both Saigon and Washington had
risen. It would become necessary to include other elements in the story that
would require the wholesale falsification of intelligence information.

McNamara’s statement to the press after the March 22 conference—
that the South Vietnamese Army was taking the offensive—resulted from
critical data being hidden from him. Again, the true facts of the failing war
effort were being documented and prepared for publication by intelligence
analysts at USARPAC. The work of these analysts, which appeared in the
April 1 edition of the USARPAC Intelligence Bulletin, strongly suggests that
any claim of a South Vietnamese offensive against the Viet Cong was
baseless. The title of the April 1 feature article was itself instructive: “Pace
of Viet Cong War in South Vietnam Slowly Accelerating.”654 In other
words, the pace of the Viet Cong offensive, not South Vietnamese
operations, was picking up. The government’s operations would not
significantly increase in tempo until later in the year, and those operations
would often be no more than “walks in the sun.”

It so happened that this USARPAC report contained the riveting news
of the significant numbers of Soviet aircraft being used to resupply the Viet
Cong. It stated, “The presence of the planes probably was the most
significant development in last month’s communist operations in South
Vietnam.” The report also revealed what the briefers at the conference did
not tell McNamara: the reason for this large and sudden aerial resupply
effort. In the weeks immediately before the March SECDEF conference, the
Viet Cong had undertaken their biggest operations in the war to date.
Consequently, more weapons and equipment were necessary to support what
would turn into a general communist offensive all over South Vietnam. The
airdrops were the most effective way to maintain the tempo of these larger
battalion-sized attacks. The USARPAC report left no doubt that a major
change in Viet Cong operations was under way. It recapitulated the earlier
pattern of enemy attacks through late February: small in scale, directed
against isolated outposts of South Vietnamese paramilitary forces, and
accompanied by intensive political and military organizing in the



countryside. As March began, however, the pattern changed markedly: larger
in scale, more aggressive and better armed forces, and directed against the
regular South Vietnamese Army (ARVN).

Let us consider another statement McNamara made right after the
conference: that South Vietnamese forces were inflicting higher casualties
on the Viet Cong. This statement resulted from the way in which facts were
presented out of context to him during the conference. What the briefers
failed to tell him was the reason why Viet Cong casualty rates were up. Here
are the facts: Viet Cong casualties had been running a little over 400 a week
since October 1961, and were up 25 percent to 500 a week only during the
mid-February to mid-March time frame, and only then because of a
countrywide Viet Cong offensive. Government casualties showed an
identical rise and fall, with both sides declining at the end of March, when
the Viet Cong attacks again abated.655

In other words, Viet Cong casualties were already back down to their
normal level by the time McNamara listened to the MACV briefing. The
facts, in their true context—a Viet Cong offensive—were known to MACV
intelligence before the conference. Statistics, however, can easily be made to
tell a different story, and McNamara’s weakness for statistics was by then
legendary. In hindsight, one can only wonder what McNamara’s reaction
would have been if the briefer had told him not only what the casualty
statistics actually meant, but also what U.S. military intelligence had
recently discovered about them. This revelation had already been published
in the March 1 USARPAC Intelligence Bulletin: “a recent, reliable report
states President Diem’s military psywar [psychological warfare] chief has
ordered government casualty figures to be slashed by 30% and enemy losses
augmented by the same amount.”656 This meant that government casualties
were actually running consistently 20 to 30 percent above those of the Viet
Cong.

A final example of critical information on the war that was not shown
to McNamara at the conference was the unhappy news that the South
Vietnamese Army was hemorrhaging worse off the battlefield than it was on
it. At the conference, no one told McNamara what U.S. military intelligence
had learned about the statistics on desertions and defections. When a Viet
Cong soldier bolted ranks it was a “defection,” but when a South Vietnamese
soldier did so, it was a “desertion.” The monthly Viet Cong defection rate
was running around 200 a month, compared to around 1,200 a month for



South Vietnam’s regular armed forces alone. This was a dramatic increase
from the 1961 figure of 450 a month, and did not include the estimated 250 a
month deserting from the Self Defense Corps defections. These facts were
reported in the April 1 USARPAC Intelligence Bulletin and, by Burris, in the
office of the vice president. These statistics were identical to those,
discussed previously, that appeared in Burris’ March 30 memo to LBJ.657

The SECDEF conferences had become the vehicle through which a
fictionalized account of the war was being funneled to the president—
through his principal advisor on Vietnam, Defense Secretary Robert
McNamara. Why this was being done will become apparent later, when the
events that unfolded off the battlefield during April in Washington and
Saigon are examined. Those events, however, began as a consequence of
what the Viet Cong were doing on the battlefield, and they were doing a
great deal. The lull after the March Viet Cong offensive did not last long. In
April, there would be another, even bigger, one.

The Developing Battlefield Situation in April
The Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General Lemnitzer, who had
attended the fourth SECDEF conference with McNamara, traveled to
Vietnam for an “intensive” two-day inspection of the battlefield to see a
supposed South Vietnamese offensive first hand.658 On March 30, the
general sent a glowing report to McNamara summarizing his trip. The
highlight was a helicopter ride to a “rich farming community” in northern I
Corps where, he was told, a two-battalion South Vietnamese Army operation
against the Viet Cong was “in progress.” Using helicopters, he said
enthusiastically, he and Harkins had visited the commander conducting the
operation. Lemnitzer was “impressed” by the way the operation was
handled. “By the time I arrived,” he said, the Viet Cong had withdrawn to
nearby mountains “where operations were being pressed against them.” In
other words, the general had not really seen anything!

The chairman’s trip was just one more brick in the facade of progress
put together by General Harkins. Lemnitzer, a professional military man,
was no less susceptible to eyewash than his civilian boss, McNamara. The
true battlefield situation continued to be disturbing. U.S. Army intelligence
showed that the pace of the war’s deterioration was increasing. Viet Cong
expansion was more marked in the southern Delta area of III Corps, but the



enemy was also making considerable gains in the northern area, where
Lemnitzer had just been.

As already mentioned, early March saw the Viet Cong launch their
largest attacks of the war, in many cases taking their offensive directly to the
regular South Vietnamese Army. The initial, almost daily, wave of attacks
ended on March 15-16, with large concentrations of Viet Cong forces
attacking in An Xuyen and Chuong Thien provinces in the south of the III
Corps sector. After a brief respite, the Viet Cong offensive began again in
earnest on March 19 and 20. Moreover, on these dates, the Viet Cong went
after new kinds of targets, temporarily seizing the Cape Varella lighthouse to
confiscate its radio equipment, and employing an entire battalion in an
operation against the shipyards in Go Cong Province south of Saigon. On the
25th, the Go Cong shipyards were attacked by another battalion-sized force,
while from the 26th through the 31st, the Viet Cong conducted six different
raids within a small area against the coastal railroad network near Phan Thiet
(just outside the III Corps sector in Binh Thuan Province). In these and
subsequent attacks, the Viet Cong crippled the railroad network, dealing a
severe blow to the economy and slowing delivery of U.S. weapons and other
supplies to South Vietnamese forces.

The momentum of Viet Cong assaults in the Delta continued to build
during late March and climaxed during April. On April 1, a Viet Cong
battalion struck in An Xuyen Province on the Ca Mau Peninsula, a few miles
east of where a large Viet Cong force had attacked only three days earlier.
On April 2, another large concentration attacked in Thong Dinh Province
just a few miles from Can Tho, the main city in the Delta. On the 4th,
another Viet Cong battalion carried out an operation a few miles northeast of
Saigon in Hau Nghia Province, while on the 6th yet another battalion
attacked again to the southwest of Can Tho. The Viet Cong had thus
conducted five battalion-level attacks in just nine days in the III Corps sector
alone.

The developing April offensive in the Delta displayed creative tactics
and underscored an ominous new trend. On April 9, a large force of Viet
Cong attacked an outpost defended by 102 South Vietnamese Civil Guard
troops in Vinh Binh Province, while the same day another battalion attacked
just to the west of My Tho, the seat of the 7th Division headquarters. The
Vinh Binh operation was typical of the menacing new trend that saw ever
larger quantities of new American weapons and equipment falling into the



hands of the Viet Cong.659 U.S. advisors in the Delta now viewed these Civil
Guard and SDC outposts as “VC supply points,” and their elimination
became an early American priority.660 On April 13, the Viet Cong delivered
a convincing demonstration of an ingenious tactic, used only sparingly in
1961, east of Can Tho, in Vinh Binh Province. A Viet Cong battalion raided
a paramilitary outpost for weapons, while another enemy force ambushed
and trapped the South Vietnamese forces attempting to rush to the scene of
the attack. This tactic was successful in several more operations in April and
soon became a standard technique.

The May 1 USARPAC Intelligence Bulletin’s feature article was titled:
“Enemy Presses Hard on Shaky South Vietnam Regime.”661 The analysis
was the most pessimistic to date. “Despite friendly pressure on the Viet
Cong,” it said, “the communists appear to be moving steadily ahead with
plans.” The article stated frankly that none of the war’s major statistical
indices reflected an improvement in the capabilities of the South Vietnamese
Army that should have occurred as a result of the level of U.S. aid, advice,
and equipment. On the contrary, the unabridged statistics showed the Viet
Cong were gaining steadily. The gloomy USARPAC report concluded that
the actual situation was even worse than the statistics indicated. The record
number of Viet Cong attacks in March—an all-time monthly high of 1,861—
the bulletin said, “does not tell the whole story.” The real point, according to
the bulletin, was the fact that these attacks were increasing in both scale and
in distribution in time and locale.

All of this boiled down to the fact that the Kennedy program was flat
on its back in Vietnam. The Viet Cong had taken the measure of the new
American program and were expanding as quickly as they had been in 1961
before it started. They had been quick to alter their tactics to counter the
effectiveness of the helicopter: quick strikes followed by withdrawal in
fifteen minutes to avoid rapid reaction pursuit by heliborne government
troops.662 Were the facts of the failure on the battlefield placed before the
national leadership and command authority charged with responsibility for
decision making? The answer is no. Once again, the headline and the
detailed information wound up not in Kennedy’s office, but in Johnson’s.

On April 16, LBJ sat in his office pondering the latest intelligence on
the failing effort in Vietnam. A memo from Burris on that date,663 provided
Johnson with precisely the same raw data that ended up in the May 1
USARPAC Intelligence Bulletin two weeks later. Burris informed Johnson



that Viet Cong operations in the month of March had reached an all-time
high of 1,861 incidents. He passed on a similarly gloomy assessment of the
war’s progress: “The activities and effectiveness of South Vietnam forces
were not sufficient to show a net gain or effectiveness in the struggle.” On
the other hand, Burris noted the “increasing effectiveness” of the Viet Cong,
particularly as reflected in communications and supply, and pointed out that
“apparently a portion of the supplies for the rebels comes across the border
from Laos where air transport activity reached new levels last week.”

Different Lens, Same Picture
In addition to McNamara, there was another lens through which the
president saw top secret details about the war: the biweekly Vietnam Task
Force reports authored by Sterling Cottrell at the State Department. The
president read them regularly. While the task force meetings considered
inputs from all national agencies in its deliberations, the crucial input on the
battlefield situation for its reports came directly from MACV. In this way,
MACV battlefield assessments took a short, nearly unfiltered route to
Kennedy’s desk. Their content, of course, was identical to the optimistic line
given to McNamara at the SECDEF conferences.

Take for example the April 18 Vietnam Task Force report, which
included MACV’s assessment of the war for April 4-11. A short cover memo
summarized the MACV assessment as “moderately optimistic,” and said,
“Despite many complications arising from the nature of the war, the
situation is far from being unmanageable.”664 The only realism added to this
predictable pabulum were the comments that too many South Vietnamese
troops were employed in static security missions and that much of the rural
population was still “unenthusiastic” about the regime. Most of the MACV
input to the task force report, however, was a distortion.

MACV excluded the details about the ongoing Viet Cong offensive
from its input to the task force report, entitled “General Evaluation of
Security Situation.”665 Instead it highlighted South Vietnamese initiated
actions, improved reaction time to Viet Cong attacks, and significant Viet
Cong losses resulting from counteraction by government forces. The truth,
however, was that Viet Cong weekly losses during April 2-9 had increased
only slightly, from 505 to 540. More importantly, they had fallen
significantly during April 9-16, from 540 to 393, while government



casualties had increased from 260 to 307. This news, reported in the May 1
USARPAC bulletin, was based on information held by MACV.666 The
question arises as to why MACV chose to report on casualties from April 4-
11 for an April 18 task force report. This was a Tuesday-to-Tuesday period,
instead of the Sunday-to-Sunday period normally used (such as April 9-16).
The reason appears, again, to have been the manipulative use of statistics to
paint a positive picture of the war.

The MACV input went on to note the addition of 3,000 men to the
Vietnamese Air Force as well as an increase in the number of South
Vietnamese and U.S. Farm Gate missions flown. These statistics, standing
alone, gave the positive impression of an improving Vietnamese Air Force
capability. This is the same artificial impression delivered to McNamara at
the fourth SECDEF conference in March, which was dealt with earlier. The
MACV input also noted a 3,000-man increase to South Vietnam’s Self
Defense Corps. Again, the truth about the strength of the SDC was alarming.
Consider the South Vietnamese Government’s own reporting667 on SDC
casualties—over 1,000 a month—and U.S. Army intelligence estimates of
SDC defections—about 200 a month.668 These figures, even taken at face
value, would indicate over 3,600 losses to the ranks of the SDC for the first
three months of 1962. Since U.S. Army intelligence knew that South
Vietnam was underreporting its own casualties by 30 percent, the real losses
were substantially higher.

The glowing bottom line of the April 4-11 MACV input to the task
force report was as follows:

The Country Team’s relations with the GVN are good, and the
framework for successful prosecution of the war exists now.
While the situation is complicated by many considerations which
do not exist in a conventional war, it is far from unmanageable
and the overall outlook is optimistic.

The fact is, however, that this MACV input distorted Viet Cong losses,
provided statistics on the air force and the SDC out of their true context, and
generally corrupted the true picture of the war. Yet, the Vietnam Task Force
report dutifully transmitted this artfully embellished snapshot of military
accomplishments to the president. The president, however, had just thrown a
wrench into the gears of U.S. military involvement in the war.



A Struggle Erupts Over “Reversal of U.S. Policy”
On Sunday, April 1, U.S. Ambassador (to India) John Kenneth Galbraith met
with the president at the latter’s private retreat in Glen Ora, near Middleburg,
Virginia. Galbraith was greatly concerned about the growing U.S.
commitment to Vietnam and confronted Kennedy over the wisdom of it.
Only a month earlier he had written the president and asked: “Incidentally,
who is the man in your administration who decides what countries are
strategic? I would like to have his name and address and ask him what is so
important about this real estate in the space age.”669 He urged the president
to keep open the possibility of a neutralist political solution along the lines
then being pursued in Laos, and warned of the political dangers of such a
highly visible U.S. presence.670

Kennedy, says Galbraith, “was immediately interested,” and directed
him to talk with Harriman and McNamara about it.671 Kennedy also asked
him to put his ideas in writing, which he did in a memorandum dated April
4. In it Galbraith suggested that “U.S. policy keep open the door for a
political solution,” and also that “we should measurably reduce our
commitment to the particular present leadership of South Vietnam.”
Galbraith even went so far as to recommend that those U.S. forces already in
South Vietnam not be involved in “combat action” and be kept out of “actual
combat commitment,” and that “their various roles should be as invisible as
the situation permits.”672

Two days later, the president met with Harriman and Michael Forrestal
to discuss the Galbraith memo.673 Harriman disagreed with the idea of a
neutral solution in Vietnam, and said that although Diem was a “losing
horse” in the long run, “we should not actively work against him” because
there was no one to replace him. He did agree that it was important that
“overt association of the U.S. with military operations in Vietnam be
reduced to absolute minimum.” The president, on the other hand, made a
comment that had profound implications: “he wished us to be prepared to
seize upon any favorable moment to reduce our commitment, recognizing
that the moment might yet be some time away.” [Emphasis added] This
comment, which exposed the president’s true feelings against deepening
involvement in the war, wound its unwelcome way around Washington.

The Joint Chiefs argued vehemently against the Galbraith proposal.
They pushed back hard, and warned McNamara on April 13 that “any



reversal of U.S. policy could have disastrous effects, not only on our
relationship with South Vietnam, but with the rest of our Asian and other
allies as well.”674 [Emphasis added] They reminded the secretary of
Kennedy’s public commitments to support South Vietnam “to whatever
extent may be necessary to eliminate the Viet Cong threat,” and of the
president’s communications to Diem along the same lines. They urged “that
the present U.S. policy toward South Vietnam, as announced by the
president, should be pursued vigorously to a successful conclusion.”

In just five months the central issue in Vietnam policy had changed
from whether or not to send in combat forces to whether or not to reduce the
level of advisors. Understanding this contextual change in the policy debate
is crucial in order to appreciate the extraordinary events that would shortly
take place in the military’s Vietnam intelligence operations and in high-level
meetings in Honolulu and Saigon during the spring of 1962. American pilots
were already flying combat missions and ferrying South Vietnamese units
into battle, and these battles were being directed as much as possible by
American advisors attached to these units. Although presidential approval
for U.S. ground combat forces had not been given, it is clear that the
envelope was being pushed to its extreme. After all, had not McNamara
promised the chiefs in December they could have anything they wanted
except combat troops? Yet reducing American involvement was precisely
what Kennedy and McNamara would shortly direct the military to plan for
and implement.675

It would be a difficult situation to turn around. American advisors, full
of confidence that they could help the South Vietnamese Army capture the
initiative on the battlefield, were still pouring in. Whole units were still
arriving. On April 9, U.S. Marine KC-130s began a five-day airlift out of
Futemma, Okinawa, to deploy an element of Marine Air Base Squadron 16
to Soc Trang in the Delta region of South Vietnam. Meanwhile, U.S. Marine
Medium Helicopter Squadron 362 left Okinawa aboard the Princeton. They
arrived off the Mekong Delta at dawn on Palm Sunday, April 15.676 This
Marine helicopter squadron, which would be known as Shufly, joined the
three Marine helicopter companies already in Vietnam. Their mission was to
provide troop and cargo lift for South Vietnamese combat units, and their
first operation was a week later, on Easter Sunday.

The intensity with which the Joint Chiefs argued against the Galbraith
proposal, and the energy with which they advocated taking the fight against



the Viet Cong to a successful conclusion, effectively torpedoed any idea of a
political settlement. When Harriman and Hilsman also spoke against it in a
May 1 NSC meeting, the idea met its end.677 Nevertheless, the swirl of
controversy surrounding the Galbraith proposal foreshadowed events to
come. For Kennedy’s intention was to get out of Vietnam when he could find
a way. Indeed, the episode was the seed for what would develop shortly
thereafter into the Kennedy withdrawal plan. McNamara would announce
the first concrete step in this direction to a surprised Harkins at the upcoming
fifth SECDEF conference in early May.
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Chapter 13

Secrets in Saigon

The Order of Battle Team and Its Work
he size of the enemy and the area they controlled were critical
indicators of whether the Washington-backed regime in Saigon was

winning or losing the war. This is why Winterbottom’s waffling on the size
of the enemy caused such consternation at the third SECDEF conference in
February; and why, afterward, the Defense Department assigned some of its
best experts to Saigon to formulate an order of battle—a definitive enemy
profile.

Under the leadership of George Allen, temporarily transferred to
Saigon for this project, the team worked for six weeks to sort out the
disparate and often fragmentary evidence of the elusive Viet Cong. Allen,
along with Bill Benedict from the Pentagon and Lou Tixier from USARPAC
in Honolulu, joined Jimmy Harris, Sam Dowling, and other intelligence
analysts at MACV. They began their work inside the embassy, in a tiny room
with a secure vaulted door, and eventually moved into more adequate spaces
in MACV. Because their initial office was small and cramped, they formed
two working shifts to reduce congestion, and mounted large-scale maps on
sliding panels that graphically depicted the enemy units they added to the
emerging enemy profile. They established meticulous and extensive working
files on each one of them.

Their work was demanding because the evidence was often spotty or
inflated by the South Vietnamese. Each piece of data had to be painstakingly
checked, rechecked and evaluated. It was collated and cross-filed with other
available data, and then, if possible, plotted on one of the maps. Paying
careful attention to the source of each piece of information, the team built a



well-documented “all-source data base” covering all known Viet Cong
activity over the previous two years.

The amount of information on each Viet Cong unit varied, as did the
sources, so they developed a methodology for accepting units as “valid”
before entering them into the official order of battle. Allen decided early on
to err on the conservative side. Units could always be added later if more
convincing evidence became available. The acceptance criteria were strict:
first, two prisoners or one prisoner and a number of documents were
necessary, a formula which General Joseph McChristian (Westmoreland’s
intelligence chief) later used.678 The first requirement thus ensured that at
least two reports from reliable sources were used. In addition, Allen required
evidence of activity in an area commensurate with the size of the unit
reported.679 Using this data, the analyst “confirmed” tactical units and
identified their strengths and ultimately combined them into a “minimum”
assessment of the enemy’s main, regional, and local forces. In this manner,
day by day, the order of battle team “recovered” pieces of the Viet Cong
puzzle, of parent and subordinate units and their areas of operations. Slowly
but surely, they built an accurate countrywide picture.

As part of this effort, the team decided it was necessary to personally
see as much of the country as possible. They wanted to meet and interview
Vietnamese intelligence personnel at every opportunity. Their adventures
into the countryside provided valuable information, and exposed the sketchy
nature of South Vietnamese intelligence on the enemy. Benedict and Harris
recall this was particularly so in the areas they visited, which included
Quang Tri, Thua Thien, Quang Nam, Quang Tin, and Quang Ngai provinces
in the north, and a few provinces in the central highlands.

On one of these trips, Harris recalls taking along an enlisted soldier
from MACV’s intelligence section who was fluent in Vietnamese. They soon
discovered he could eavesdrop during their discussions, which were all in
Vietnamese. The linguist sat in the back row during these briefings, and gave
no indication he could speak Vietnamese. When Harris and Benedict would
ask about the size of enemy forces, the briefers would talk to each other in
Vietnamese and then reply in English that the figures were such and such.
On one occasion, Harris asked their linguist, during a coffee break, what the
Vietnamese had actually said to each other, and he responded by saying that
they had simply made up the figures.680



The serious purpose of these trips and the deadly nature of the targets
they gathered information on sometimes faded, and often seemed secondary
or even surrealistic against the vivid richness of the tropical forests and
jungles, the ethnic tribes, and the friendly Vietnamese in their little villages.
The “enemy” was colored swathes on a map in their Saigon office. Once out
in the countryside, the experience was something to be enjoyed and absorbed
to the limit. Harris recalls:

I remember we went to Da Nang and drove to Quang Tri, and
even drove over to Lao Bao on the Laos border; and having
several drinks with the consul in Hue and playing croquet at two
o’clock in the morning on his lawn—things, that if we had known
what we were doing and any degree of the threat, we wouldn’t
have done half of them, particularly driving over to Laos on the
Lao Bao border. The Laotians had a battalion over there right on
the border of Vietnam, and it was cut off and stayed cut off during
the whole war. The 33rd BV was over there and it worked for
everybody. It worked for the communists, it worked for the Lao
army, and it worked for the G-2 of I Corps. Those sort of things—
after we had completed our study—we never would have done.
But we weren’t that smart at the time.681

Indeed, by the time their study was complete in mid-April, they would be a
lot smarter, about the enemy and a great deal more

“We Can’t Tell McNamara”
As the middle of April neared, the order of battle team “had a figure which
we were fairly firm on,” Benedict reports. “The local force battalions and
recognizable guerrilla units were over 40,000.” This figure simply “blew
away” Winterbottom. He “flat said that was unacceptable.”682 To their
amazement, Winterbottom ordered them to come up with a lower one. The
men were stunned—command pressure was the last problem they had
anticipated. Just how much lower they were supposed to go was unclear. The
order was verbal and was transmitted through one or more intermediaries,



but all the members of the team are sure that the order at that time came
from the MACV Intelligence Chief, Colonel Winterbottom.

The team leaders groped for a solution. To keep peace in-house, and
still preserve the integrity of their work, they attempted to strike a
compromise. Rather than cutting the figures, they added new and even more
rigid criteria for accepting an enemy unit as valid. Whereas previously a unit
was either accepted or rejected according to the initial methodology, they
now devised three categories of enemy units: “confirmed,” “probable,” or
“possible.” Although their recollections today are insufficient to permit a
reconstruction of how much each of these discriminators was toughened or
softened, the new formula obviously resulted in a much smaller “confirmed”
figure than the 40,000 with which they began.

Subdividing the enemy force in this way was nothing new to order of
battle work, but to do it because of Winterbottom’s pressure made it, in this
instance, distinctly distasteful. The unsavory aspect of that act remains with
these men today, and it still evokes emotion when they discuss it. At the
time, however, something had to be done besides blindly caving in to
Winterbottom’s arbitrary demand for lower figures. Benedict recounts what
happened:

George and Lou and I sat down over a bottle of bourbon and we
tried to come up with some way. … We wanted a figure of 20,000
main force, roughly speaking, as I recall, and so that’s how we
came up with the probable and possible units, feeling that . . . a
reasonable commander would look [at this] and say, okay, if
there’s 20,000 confirmed, and there’s 10,000 probable, and 5,000
possible, why, there’s a hell of a lot of bad guys out there.683

In this way, the team reconciled the command pressure with their need to
maintain some sort of objective criteria.684 While there is no record of the
“confirmed” figure reached after the addition of “probable” and “possible”
discriminators, the consensus is that it was between 20,000 and 25,000.

A “confirmed” Viet Cong main force of this magnitude was still
unacceptable to Winterbottom, who was after a much lower figure. He had a
plan to bring this about, and was clever enough not to force it on his team
while the representatives from Washington were still involved. The feisty
Allen was his biggest problem, not only because his scruples would not



permit him to make wholesale cuts in the figures but, more importantly,
because he was a civilian and therefore more difficult to control. Benedict
too, was a problem: he worked in the Pentagon, in the office of the Army
Assistant Chief of Staff for Intelligence (ACSI). Winterbottom could not
take the chance that Benedict would tell the ACSI, General Fitch, or, worse,
Fitch’s boss—the Army Chief of Staff, General George Decker—about the
brazen act he was planning to carry out. Consequently, Winterbottom took
Allen and Benedict off the order of battle study and assigned them to other
duties.685

Winterbottom completed the study using the two officers who worked
for him personally: Jimmy Harris and Sam Dowling. Significantly, it was at
this point that Harkins’ name became involved. Dowling, the Staff Security
Officer, recalls, “We had to go back and come up with additional figures—
less than what we had.”686 He remembers the problem being that Harkins
said, “We can’t tell McNamara that there’s that many [Viet Cong] in the
country.” [Emphasis added] Dowling’s recollection of the next round of
cutting is vivid:

The first figure . . . was something like 20,000 – 25,000 hard-
core. … And I remember General Harkins saying he would not
buy a figure that high. It had to be a figure around 15,000 to
18,000. So, we went back and applied a criterion again, and, of
course, there’s always some judgement factors, and we dropped a
few, and I think we got in the neighborhood of 19,000, and he still
wouldn’t accept it. And I think the first, the very first order of
battle figure was something in the neighborhood of 17,500, and
that’s the figure he would allow us to publish.

Whereas Benedict and Allen had felt the pressure from Winterbottom, Harris
and Dowling both recall the involvement of General Harkins, though they
did not mention it to Allen and Benedict, an omission which would be
important later.

Captain Harris confirms that the initial estimate of 20,000 – 25,000
hard-core Viet Cong was not acceptable to Harkins, and that the figure was
then scaled back to 17,500.687 “We felt awful about it, just terrible,”
Dowling says. “We didn’t like it,” Harris agrees, “but we did it because we
were ordered to.” Harkins and Winterbottom had their way, and on April 15,



1962, MACV’s first official enemy order of battle was published.688 It listed
18 battalions, 79 companies, 137 platoons, and a total of 16,305 regular
troops.689 It appears that Harris and Dowling were not privy to the final
figure because it was 1,195 less than the lowest figure that both men recall.
Their colleagues, Allen, Benedict, and Tixier, would soon have a more
compelling reason to be unhappy, for Winterbottom’s plan was far from
complete.

“If You Guys Go In and Talk to Harkins . . . You Guys
Are Dead”
As the time for the fifth SECDEF conference approached, Allen and
Benedict were due to rotate back to Washington, but Winterbottom would
not let them go. Benedict recalls, “I was held, out in Saigon, literally against
my will for six weeks … there was no doubt in our minds, they wouldn’t
release us.”690 Though he does not remember the “specifics of it,” Captain
Harris also recalls that Benedict encountered “some problems” in getting
“out of there.”691 At one point Winterbottom called Allen into his office and
threw a memorandum down in front of him canceling his return to
Washington. “What do you think of that?” Winterbottom asked, as Allen
read it. “I guess it means that you must really like the work that I’m doing
here very much,” Allen replied, sarcastically. “I just wanted to show you I
can do it,” Winterbottom shot back.692 In effect, Winterbottom had placed
Allen, Benedict, and Tixier under virtual house arrest because of what they
knew.

McNamara was due in Saigon in three weeks to be briefed on the order
of battle, and Winterbottom had no intention of letting Allen and Benedict
return to Washington and blow the whistle before that briefing. This house
arrest was imposed until McNamara had come and gone. Understandably,
these men were angry at being held in Saigon against their will. It only
added to their malaise about everything else that was going on. As Benedict
explained:

We were just so frustrated and we felt that there was so much
more—there were other things going on out there too that were



bad. It wasn’t a good operation at all . . . all kinds of phony
reporting was going on.

There seemed to be no way around being cooped up in Saigon, however, and
the men resigned themselves for the time being, to their unfortunate fate.

One evening during the latter part of April, Benedict and Tixier were
walking through the stands of the small Algerian marketplace in Saigon, not
far from their apartment, where they often went to buy their wine and
steaks.693 Tixier caught sight of an old and familiar face, a fellow classmate
from West Point, Class of 1946. It was Lieutenant Colonel Amos Jordan, a
professor at the Military Academy at West Point. “This guy was high-level,”
recalls Benedict, “one of the few people I ever knew that went from captain
[skipping over major] to lieutenant colonel.”

On this trip to Saigon, however, Jordan was the Executive Officer for
former DCI Allen Dulles and Karl Bendetsen, a former Under Secretary of
the Army. These two were part of a group the Kennedy administration sent
to visit U.S. forces around the globe to emphasize the proper military code
of conduct, following the objectionable behavior of General Edwin Walker
in Europe. Walker, a vocal supporter of the John Birch Society, over-stepped
the ethical limits of the code of conduct by indoctrinating troops with his
own extreme ideology. Lee Harvey Oswald would allegedly fire a shot at
this same Edwin Walker on April 10, 1963. Vietnam had been included in
Dulles’ trip itinerary, and the Algerian marketplace in Saigon had provided
the scene for this coincidental reunion with Jordan.

After some preliminary conversation, the three men decided to go to a
bar for a drink. Before long, Tixier and Benedict dumped their troubles on
Jordan. No details were spared, says Benedict. They told Jordan everything,
not just about cutting the figures and being held incommunicado, but also
about the falsification of operations reports as well.694 Benedict recalls, “we
unloaded this on Jordan, and Jordan says, ‘well, hell, I’ve got Allen
Dulles.’” Dulles and Bendetsen were staying at the Hotel Caravelle, so
Jordan set up a meeting for the next night.

The following evening, they went to Dulles’ room. “We went in,” says
Benedict, but “Dulles was sick. He had a bad case of diarrhea.” Benedict and
Tixier talked to Bendetsen while Jordan looked on and Dulles listened from
the bathroom. Benedict recounts:



We told old Bendetsen what we not only knew, but what we
suspected as well, I mean, you know, we told him that we were
being held out there and that they were manipulating the figures
and everything like that … Bendetsen didn’t really fully
appreciate what we were telling him. But he was no dummy. And
he turned to Jordan and he says, “Well, obviously there’s nothing
I can do,” but, he says, “I can get you in touch with some people
… but,” pointing at Tixier and I, he says, “if you guys go in and
talk to Harkins, you guys are dead. They’ll drum you right out of
the corps.”

Suddenly, Benedict was acutely aware of the dangerous ground they were
treading on. Then he came up with an idea: why not have George Allen talk
to Harkins? Since Allen, a civilian, was not in the corps, he could not be
drummed out. Bendetsen agreed with the idea and volunteered to make the
appointment. So, Benedict explains, “that’s how Allen got called up to see
Harkins.” This meeting, however, did not take place until after McNamara’s
visit (May 8 – 11).695

Benedict did not tell Allen that he and Tixier had “fingered” him for
the job that night in Dulles’ room, and Harkins did not tell Allen that Dulles
and Bendetsen reported this attempt to jump the chain of command to him.
Allen already had a meeting scheduled with Harkins, and so he went into it
blind on both counts. Allen’s remarks were highly combative. While he did
not specifically accuse Winterbottom of faking the figures, he charged that
Winterbottom had no comprehension of the real situation in Vietnam:

I laid it on the line … I told him [Harkins] his biggest problem
was … “You don’t understand the situation, sir, and the reason
you don’t is because your J-2 [Winterbottom] isn’t informing you;
and the reason he’s not informing you is he doesn’t understand it,
and he’s not the kind of guy who will ever understand it. He just
does not comprehend.”

Allen felt good about his performance but his efforts were in vain. Harkins
reacted calmly during the discussion, even offering to cooperate to fix the



problem. He fixed things all right, as Allen later found out, so that Allen
would not be making trouble any more.

Since Allen, Benedict, and Tixier did not yet know what Harris and
Dowling knew—that Harkins was involved in the cutting of the order of
battle—neither of them realized that when Allen entered Harkins’ office he
was like an unsuspecting fly walking into the web of a spider. Benedict and
Tixier had hoped that Allen’s meeting with Harkins would expose
Winterbottom’s activities, but instead the meeting had alerted Harkins to the
threat Allen and Benedict posed. Consequently—as Allen found out to his
dismay—Harkins made phone calls to Honolulu to control the damage these
men might do after leaving Vietnam. Benedict and Tixier had miscalculated
badly, acting precipitously without any appreciation of how high up the
chain of command the pressure originated. “We tried to take an end run
really, to get Harkins. We thought—we didn’t realize, that it was him.”
When nothing happened to Winterbottom, Benedict finally started to
understand who was behind it all. “This is why I’m so damned sure that
Harkins was in on it,” he says now.
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“Oh My God! We’re Not Showing That to
McNamara!”
Meanwhile, between Benedict’s tryst in Dulles’ room and Allen’s tirade in
Harkin’s office, the climax to the unfolding drama of Secretary McNamara’s
visit took place. Benedict had left the Hotel Caravelle confident the problem
with Winterbottom would soon be fixed. Neither he nor Allen knew about
the final order of battle cuts nor about the final figure of 16,305 Viet Cong
that would be shown to McNamara at the conference. Allen was still on his
special project, and Winterbottom now assigned Benedict the task of helping
on certain parts of the intelligence report that would be presented to the
secretary.

Benedict quickly made a nuisance of himself again. His part of the
report covered enemy and friendly intelligence capabilities, and he
concluded both sides were improving. He explains:

The thrust of the damned thing said … “ARVN has made great
strides in improving their intelligence operation. But, at the same
time, the VC have continued to grow in sophistication” … so you
had a balanced approach.

Benedict’s input was most unwelcome. “They cut out everything I wrote
about the VC,” he states. He is still not sure who was behind it, but, of
course, he suspects it was Winterbottom. He still remembers how he got the
news:

This was Delaney [who] told me. He says, “We can’t tell that to
the secretary, he’s not interested in that bullshit. Cut the VC out.”
So, as far as I know … it’s the only intelligence briefing that was
ever presented to a senior official where they never mentioned the
enemy. … There was no section in the briefing which dealt with
the VC and their improvement.



Despite Benedict’s efforts, once again, pertinent—indeed vital—facts on the
enemy were suppressed and withheld from McNamara.

Something else about the briefing angered Benedict. An item was
inserted into his part of the estimate that he did not write and that he claims
was a lie. The process of getting U.S. intelligence advisors into position with
Vietnamese units was not going well. Great numbers of these advisors were
still living in tents at the Saigon airport or at more remote locations. Allen
recalls that these advisors did not take kindly to being cooped up. Several of
them had “raised hell” in the central highlands (II Corps), leading to
problems between MACV and the American Embassy. Many who had
arrived at their destinations had not been integrated into the Vietnamese
units they were sent to support. Benedict had made no reference to this
problem, but it had been identified by McNamara himself at previous
SECDEF conferences as a high priority. Consequently, after Delaney and
Winterbottom received Benedict’s input, they inserted language claiming
that 92 percent of these intelligence advisors were in place.696 This figure
was far from the truth. Benedict explains why: “They didn’t want
McNamara to know” that the South Vietnamese Army “wasn’t accepting
them.”

There remained one final dramatic scene before the conference.
Winterbottom was responsible for preparing the first graphic battlefield
assessment of the enemy forces and their areas of control, which Harkins
would present to McNamara. The secretary had specifically ordered this to
be done at the third SECDEF conference in February. This graphic
assessment ended up being the very map that the order of battle team had
prepared as a result of their study.697 It was huge—six feet by three feet—
and illustrated, using a color code, government and Viet Cong controlled
areas on a province-by-province basis. Red acetate depicted “VC in
ascendancy,” red with blue stripes depicted “VC controlled” areas, yellow
depicted “GVN [Government of Vietnam] in ascendancy,” blue depicted
“GVN controlled,” and white depicted “neither VC nor GVN control.” Due
to the large number of red splotches on it, this chart acquired the name “the
measles map.”

Harkins apparently assumed that since he had cut the enemy hard-core
forces to just over 15,000, the map would reflect that figure, but he had
never actually looked at it until the night before McNamara’s arrival. That
evening he presided over a command rehearsal for the briefing he would



give to the secretary the next morning. Harkins and his entourage entered the
room and took their seats. “Oh my God!” Harkins blurted out, spotting the
map, “We’re not showing that to McNamara!” The map got “edited” then
and there. Winterbottom stripped off large portions of acetate depicting
enemy controlled areas, and replaced it with acetate depicting neutral or
government controlled areas.698 Allen, who witnessed the entire event,
recounts that General Harkins directed, while Colonel Winterbottom
physically removed and changed, “large chunks” of the acetate overlays. By
“large chunks” Allen means sixty-by-forty kilometer-square areas. In all,
Harkins and Winterbottom removed about one third of the enemy controlled
areas, and converted about half of the neutral areas to government control.699

(The falsified “measles map” was declassified by the Army Center for
Military History at the author’s request in 1988.) William Colby had been
the CIA Station Chief in Saigon at the time (1962). He was the CIA’s
Director of the Far East Division when I showed him the map in 1988. This
was his reaction:

I don’t believe a word of it, because it gives you a totally false
picture of Vietnam. … I think there was a lot of red; there was
very little blue—that’s for sure. Now VC control—I would give a
lot more VC control … and I think the communists were much
stronger in the Delta.700

Shortly after this map-changing incident occurred, Dr. Thomas Glenn III, a
Department of Defense Special Representative in Saigon at the time, learned
about it. He recalls hearing the story from officers who were angry about it.
Glenn recalls, in particular, Major Charles Thomann asking, “Why do I have
to brief this if it’s not true?”701
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Viet Count country-wide offensive, March-April, 1962.

The Fifth SECDEF Conference
At 11:00 A.M. on May 8, McNamara convened his fifth SECDEF
conference, not in Honolulu but in Saigon. He was joined by Admiral Felt,
Ambassador Nolting, General Harkins, and other officials in MACV
headquarters, then located in an old French villa on Pasteur Street. This
conference was one of the most bizarre meetings of the entire Vietnam War.
There were eleven major agenda items, as well as a twelfth at the end
attended only by the principals, a few DOD civilians, and MACV J-2
officers. Lasting until two in the afternoon, McNamara listened to one
briefing after another describing a story of unqualified progress and success.
The record itself remained classified until its salient portions were opened at
the author’s request in 1988.702 It was subsequently published in the State
Department history in 1990.

The first two items on the agenda were reviews of Viet Cong and
government military activities, separately, but back-to-back, like individual
recapitulations of the scoring by two teams that had just played a football
game. However, the time periods covered for each team was odd in the
extreme. The briefing on South Vietnamese Army (ARVN) operations
covered the fifty days prior to the conference. The briefing on Viet Cong
operations covered only the twenty-six days prior to the conference—half of
the time allotted to ARVN operations. The government review began with
the date of March 21, but the Viet Cong review began with the date April 14.
This was a scam. It was analogous to a sports announcer reporting the score
of a football game who announced the points scored during the entire game
for one team, and only announcing the points scored during the second half
for the other team. Something else about these briefings was odd:
McNamara was only told about the major communist attacks, whereas he
was told about major and minor government attacks. This was analogous to
reporting only the touchdowns for one team, while reporting both the
touchdowns and field goals for the other team.
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When talking about Viet Cong operations, the briefer told McNamara
that, since April 14, there had been no operations of battalion size (300 –
500 men), the largest involving about 50 men. The briefer gave no figures
at all for how many of these fifty-men operations had occurred. When
talking about ARVN operations, the briefer said that, since March 21, there
had been over 40 operations of battalion size along with 400 minor
offensive efforts. In our football analogy, this would make it look like one
team virtually shut out its opponent. The problem is that the Viet Cong
score for the first half of the game, as well as their field goals for the entire
game, had been wiped off of the scoreboard.

Why did MACV drop the Viet Cong score for the first half? Because
they had scored touchdown after touchdown during the first half of the
game. The Viet Cong carried out seven known, and possibly as many as ten,
battalion-level attacks between March 29 and April 9. (See map insert on
large-scale Viet Cong attacks.) Moreover, they had conducted seventeen
large-scale attacks involving 100 or more troops between March 15 and
April 15.703 True, these attacks were by companies, not battalions, but they
were not platoons (thirty men) either. Why did MACV drop the Viet Cong
field goals for the entire game? Because those points added up to a very
large score. The Viet Cong conducted over 200 minor offensive efforts
between March 21 and the SECDEF conference, and over 3,000 armed
incidents during the same period. These Viet Cong statistics are from the
same time period that MACV reported the statistics for government
operations. When all of the points for both teams are tallied for the entire
game—21 March to 6 April—the score looks closer to a draw. Even this
would depend on whether the figures supplied by the South Vietnamese
about their own operations were from genuine operations or merely walks
in the sun. In fact, most of them had been fictitious operations.

The Viet Cong attacks had been coming in waves all year long,
punctuated by periods during which they regrouped to replace their dead
and refit their battalions and companies with new weapons. MACV
deliberately chose to only report Viet Cong statistics from the lulls in their
activity that occurred in between their offensives. At the same time, MACV
presented the secretary with ARVN activities during a period nearly twice
as long. What made this sordid sleight of hand all the more reprehensible
was the fact that the excised communist data also happened to be the largest
and most concentrated Viet Cong offensive of the war up to that point. A



true comparison of large and small-scale Viet Cong and ARVN operations
for the same time period would have been truly alarming to the Secretary of
Defense. The level and extent of Viet Cong operations was a truly amazing
achievement for a force as small—and supposedly beleaguered by ARVN
attacks—as MACV reported that it was.

McNamara finally got his answer from Harkins on the size of the
enemy. In the briefing, the figure was rounded off to 16,500 men. Aware
that McNamara might be curious about the number being lower than even
the lowest of the figures briefed in February, the conference record states:

While this is a reduced estimate, the reduction was described as
being more a matter of accurate reporting than of lesser numbers.
… With regard to these facts, it is likely that we shall be getting
better information in the future, inasmuch as there are now
intelligence advisors down to section level.

The 16,500 figure was good news indeed, for even with the caveat that it
had resulted from more “accurate” reporting, it implied there had been no
significant expansion of communist forces since the stepped-up American
assistance had begun in late 1961. Thus, it appeared that the program was
working very well. One can only wonder what McNamara’s reaction would
have been if he had been told what the order of battle team had originally
concluded: that there were more than 40,000 regular Viet Cong soldiers in
South Vietnam.

Items three and four, on clear-and-hold operations, and weapons
issued to the Civil Guard (CG) and Self Defense Corps (SDC), respectively,
contained little new information because they had been “discussed
earlier.”704 The fifth agenda item described the problem of relieving South
Vietnamese units, tied down in static defense tasks, with CG and SDC units.
McNamara was told that the difficulty was training. As SDC and CG units
were trained, they were being sent to relieve untrained SDC and CG units
rather than the regular army units tied down at airfields, supply depots, and
hamlets. This explanation was only partly true, and it was not the real
problem. The real problem was Diem. He was reluctant to risk casualties in
regular army units by sending them into combat. He regarded these troops
as his own personal protection against coup attempts, and was afraid that



sending them into combat would lower their morale and their support for
him. Diem’s strategy was to grind down the Viet Cong with long-range
artillery and American air strikes.

As a result, Diem forced the SDC to shoulder the brunt of the casualty
burden, hanging them out like sacrificial lambs in thousands of isolated tiny
outposts all over the countryside. When one of these outposts was overrun
and its SDC defenders killed, it was quickly rebuilt and again manned by
more barely trained paramilitary personnel. Diem considered the outposts
an important symbol of the extension of his rule in the countryside. In fact,
Diem had no intention of using anything but regular army units to guard his
most vital supply points and airfields. Control over these facilities was
necessary, not to deny them to the communists, but to insure they could not
fall into the hands of coup plotters. For these reasons, the SDC soldiers
were dying almost as fast as they could be replaced. So SDC training, per
se, was not the problem. The problem was Diem’s priority for keeping the
outposts manned and doing so with the SDC, who suffered such a tragic
number of casualties in the process that they were never available to relieve
regular army units.

The sixth item on the agenda was the “Establishment of the
Intelligence Net.” Identified as a high priority back at the February
conference (when McNamara had directed that U.S. intelligence advisors be
assigned to each corps area and major army units), the briefer now unveiled
statistics showing that 92 percent of the people and 98 percent of the
equipment for the intelligence network were in place and “substantially”
operational. Benedict recalls:

…and so, here comes McNamara, and they get up and brief that
the intelligence advisors—they didn’t exactly say “in place,” but
they wangled it, they didn’t want McNamara to know … that
ARVN wasn’t accepting them. … And yet, they … flatly briefed
McNamara that all the intelligence sector coordinators were in
position.705

This, too, was as disturbing to Benedict as the cutting of the order of battle.
The seventh item was about communications in the countryside. It was

also skipped because it had been “discussed earlier.” The eighth item, about



infiltration, was interesting because it did present a problem to the secretary.
The summary stated: “Infiltration, which has been at a low level for the past
few months, is estimated to be on the increase, using routes through Laos.”
With the fall of Nam Tha in Laos having occurred the day before, the effect
of this report could be expected to cause the secretary to approve a strong
U.S. response in Laos. The truth about infiltration, however, was far worse
than what was shown to McNamara. As will be seen in more detail later, if
the truth had been told, it would have compromised the effort to hold down
the number of hard-core Viet Cong troops on the battlefield.

The ninth item covered desertion rates in South Vietnamese forces. It
appears that only two statistics were given to McNamara. First, the army’s
desertion rate had dropped from 6 per 1,000 per month to 4 per 1,000 per
month. Second, “there is no desertion problem in the Air Force or Navy.”
At first glance, this seems to be a decrease in an already low figure. In fact,
as has been seen, government defections were running at about 1,200 a
month (not including the Civil Guard), compared to 200 a month for the
Viet Cong, a very alarming situation. However, even the reported figures
were cause for alarm: 4 desertions per 1,000 per month for the regular army
forces, which numbered around 170,000, would mean 680 desertions per
month, more than three times the Viet Cong desertion rate, and certainly not
enough to offset recruitment.

The army was, in effect, running to standstill. When the SDC and the
CG defections were added, the total government losses from desertions
were a staggering 1,000 men per month. Moreover, there was good reason
to be suspicious of the reported drop in desertions. In April, U.S. Army
Intelligence had learned that reported defections to the Viet Cong were
being wrongly reported as terrorist kidnappings.706 Real desertion rates
were, in all probability, much higher, if not at a critical level.

During the MACV conference, the falsified “measles map” was shown
to McNamara. The reader will recall Allen’s account of how Harkins and
Winterbottom had removed about a third of the enemy-controlled areas and
increased the ARVN controlled areas by about as much. Yet even this was
not sufficient to satisfy Harkins. He now told McNamara a huge lie—that
the map was overly generous to the enemy and an underestimation of
government control.707 Captain Blascak, who worked for Winterbottom at
the time, believes the reason Harkins ordered the map to be altered was to
prevent McNamara from going back to Washington with news so bad that



the president would not even want to continue with the advisory effort.708

This is the same impression that Benedict, Dowling, and Harris had. In this
author’s view, their interpretation was correct. Given Kennedy’s decision
not to intervene in Vietnam, the true extent of the Viet Cong’s size and area
of control would have called into question the viability of the advisory
program itself.

Agenda item ten concerned defoliation, which was described as a
“favorable” report, but McNamara asked MACV to submit further, more
specific recommendations. Item eleven concerned how much of the land
and rural population was controlled by whom. The land was said to be split
about half and half between the government and the Viet Cong, while the
government fared slightly better in terms of the rural population.

Toward the end of the conference, the room was cleared of most
people in preparation for a special briefing (item twelve). However, “when
the door shut behind the last staffers to depart, McNamara waved aside
reference to our agenda item,” says Allen, and launched into a discussion of
Laos.709 It was during this portion of the conference, and in apparent
reaction to a comment about the growth of MACV, that the secretary
interjected that it was not the job of the United States to assume
responsibility for the war but to develop the South Vietnamese capability to
do so. He then asked when that point could be reached. Allen recalls that
“Harkins’ chin nearly hit the table.”710 Harkins responded that MACV had
scarcely thought about this, and that they had been too busy expanding their
structure to think about how it might all be dismantled. McNamara then
ordered MACV to devise a plan for turning full responsibility over to South
Vietnam and reducing the size of our military command, and to submit this
plan at the next conference.711

The authors of The Pentagon Papers were unaware of this early
McNamara order to Harkins, an order that he gave again in July that they
also did not report in their twelve-volume study of the war.712 Yet, this
order in May is the institutional origin of the Kennedy withdrawal plan, a
controversial and little understood program to remove the American
advisors from Vietnam.

The May 1962 SECDEF conference, then, was a watershed event in
more ways than one. Above all else, it was a monument to the first arbitrary
reduction of the Viet Cong order of battle—and it would not be the last.
Benedict reports a great deal of frustration among those who had worked so



hard to develop the intelligence, which was then corrupted and delivered to
McNamara in this conference. Captain Blascak recalls: “That is when the
big lie started.”713

The Secretary of Defense was purposely misled on nearly all of the
crucial aspects of the war: the size of the enemy; the number and quality of
enemy operations versus the number and quality of friendly operations; the
territory controlled by the enemy versus the territory controlled by friendly
forces; the number of desertions from South Vietnam’s armed forces; the
success of the placement of U.S. intelligence advisors; and the problems
with the Self Defense Corps. The maps, statistics, and briefings he was
given led him to remark at a press conference after the meeting that “every
quantitative measurement . . . shows that we are winning the war.”714 He
was quoted in the New York Times as saying he was “tremendously
encouraged” by the military developments in South Vietnam.715

In a rare comment made in response to questions posed by the author
in 1991, McNamara stated, “1. I did not know; 2. Did not suspect; have no
indication now that I was deceived.”716 [See Appendix IV for more
discussion about the author’s thought-provoking relationship with Robert
McNamara.]
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Part Four

Darkness at the End of the Tunnel
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Chapter 14

The Price of Laos

Laos: Phoumi and CIA “Renegades”
hroughout February and March, Kennedy became increasingly
concerned over Laos. Resurgent communist activity and new military

moves by General Phoumi threatened to undermine American attempts to
forge a coalition government. Phoumi had begun using the airstrip near
Nam Tha to reinforce his garrison there—against American advice.717 He
simply ignored this advice, and Harriman’s protestations in particular,
adding paratroopers in February and continuing to do so throughout March
until they totaled 5,000 men. Phoumi’s supporters claimed this was
necessary because the North Vietnamese were backing Pathet Lao probes in
the area. “On the other hand,” says William Bundy, it remained unclear
“whether Phoumi’s posture was excessive and provocative.”718

While it’s true that Phoumi was unhappy with the U.S. decision to
back the neutralist Souvanna Phouma for Prime Minister, the brazen
character of his actions suggested something more was involved:
encouragement by recalcitrant American officials opposed to Kennedy’s
neutralist policy in Laos. Harriman was convinced the CIA was behind
Phoumi’s reinforcement at Nam Tha.719 If he is correct, it would suggest
that renegade CIA elements were bent on scuttling the coalition
negotiations then at a crucial stage. They probably would have been
motivated by the belief that the administration’s policy was leading to the
collapse of the American position in Vietnam and perhaps all of Southeast
Asia. There was certainly no longer any doubt that the communists were
using the negotiations as a cover for expanding their control over



infiltration routes to Vietnam. Whatever the reasoning might have been for
sabotaging the negotiations, it was too late to stop them unless the
communists attempted to grab all of the ground down to the Thai border.
This was not about to happen and, for Kennedy, Phoumi’s interference was
a serious, but manageable, problem.

Right or wrong in his suspicions about CIA involvement in Phoumi’s
pernicious behavior, Harriman won the transfer of Phoumi’s closest CIA
advisor, Jack Hazey, and the cancellation of February’s aid payment to the
general. The question of continuing CIA attempts to undermine the
Kennedy administration’s neutralist policy continued to be murky and
controversial, with some sources in Laos denying it. Reports surfaced in the
news media that Hazey and other CIA operatives continued, without
authorization from Washington, to lobby Phoumi against agreeing to a
coalition government. These reports also alleged that the CIA countered the
cutoff of aid to Phoumi by supplying CIA funds to his forces.720

Harriman eventually displayed consummate skill in successfully
orchestrating the purge of every American official in the agencies and
departments represented in Laos who was a personal friend of Phoumi.
Hilsman recalls: “There were some unforgettable battles about ‘interference
in other agencies,’ but Harriman won.”721 Harriman was less successful in
his handling of Phoumi himself. Their conflict had become too personal.
Hilsman, in his memoir, entitled this period in Laos “Phoumi Versus
Harriman.”722 The U.S. tried to compel Phoumi to drop his opposition to
the coalition at a conference on March 24 at Nong Khay, Thailand. The
meeting began well enough, with Thai Premier Sarit Thanarat personally
pledging support of the U.S. position. This was followed by some negative
comments from Phoumi designed, says Bundy, as “the face-saving prelude
to his acceptance.”723 Hilsman states that some of those present felt Phoumi
would have agreed “if given time and suitable opportunities for saving face.
But Harriman lost patience.”724 Bundy wrote that “Harriman then
intervened forcefully, Phoumi’s back went up, and no agreement was
reached.” The meeting fell apart. William Sullivan was then dispatched to
the Plain of Jars to assure Souvanna Phouma of continued U.S. support.
Thus, “the issue still hung fire.”725

Kennedy decided to increase the pressure on Phoumi and was
considering another suspension of military aid, withdrawal of U.S. advisory
teams, or both. When the Laotian Ambassador delivered a letter from the



king to Kennedy on April 9, Kennedy took the opportunity to send one back
assuring the king the U.S. would not intervene and promising the
withdrawal of the American White Star teams (CIA-controlled Special
Forces teams). Harriman’s design for neutrality in Laos may have worried
some in the CIA and the military, but this move by the president worried
even Harriman and Hilsman. They felt that the communists would
inevitably learn of Kennedy’s letter and interpret it as evidence of an
American decision to withdraw “no matter what.”726 Harriman and Hilsman
were less concerned with an all-out communist offensive that might result
from this than they were with an “ambiguous” use of force by the
communists and loss of more government-controlled territory.

Kennedy was not dissuaded, although he did soften the plan as a result
of Harriman’s arguments. (Harriman had recently been promoted from
Ambassador-at-Large status to the position of Assistant Secretary of State
for Far Eastern Affairs.) The president issued NSAM-149 on April 18,
approving the withdrawal of “7 or 8” White Star teams.727 The NSAM
stated the teams “would be withdrawn to the rear echelon and would remain
in Laos until their normal tour of duty expired. Their replacement will be
decided upon subsequently.” The NSAM also stated that the timing would
be at the discretion of the Secretary of State, but that “it is not presently
contemplated that this would occur before May 7, 1962.” Finally, the
memorandum directed the Secretary of State to make an “appropriate”
public announcement at the time of the withdrawal, while requiring secrecy
until then. Hilsman was not pleased, and he reiterated his concerns in a
memo to Harriman, which he also asked Forrestal to pass to Kennedy on
April 24.728 The gist of the memo was cabled to Vientiane, and “still
another attempt was made to persuade Phoumi to withdraw from the trap,
but without success.”

One week later, on May 2, the much anticipated attack on Nam Tha
began. Pathet Lao forces supported by at least seven North Vietnamese
battalions had little difficulty in routing Phoumi’s forces. By the following
day, the airfield—the last remaining one in northern Laos—had been
captured, and the outpost adjacent to Nam Tha fell on 4 May. Nam Tha
itself fell on May 6, with the White Star team at the site being evacuated by
helicopter ninety minutes before it was all over. William Bundy’s account
contains a curious footnote about the episode:



Some close observers at the time say that Phoumi’s generals on
the spot simply abandoned the village, under Phoumi’s orders.
Thus it is argued, Phoumi was trying to create a situation in
which communist power reached the banks of the Mekong and
compelled U.S. intervention.729

Bundy reports that even for those in the U.S. government who laid the
blame with Phoumi, the consequences seemed so ominous that “it was clear
the U.S. had to act to stabilize the situation.” 730

In Hilsman’s view, the communist action had been a large-scale probe
to discredit Phoumi and test the limits of U.S. resolve. He argued that unless
the U.S. responded, the communists would nibble away, at a rate just below
that which would seem to justify an American intervention, until the whole
country had been taken over. “It was the Laos crisis of 1961 all over again
—only worse.” 731

Was Bundy’s observation—that Phoumi might have deliberately
withdrawn in the hope of forcing the Americans in—correct? Was
Hilsman’s argument—that the communists would nibble until they had the
whole country—correct? While both views differed somewhat on why Nam
Tha fell, they both hinted at large-scale American intervention down the
line. What were the communists up to? What did McNamara and his
subordinates think? It happened that both McNamara and Lemnitzer were
in northern Thailand less than 200 miles from Nam Tha when it fell. This
defeat was fresh in their minds when they arrived in Saigon for the fifth
SECDEF conference.

Laos—The May SECDEF Conference
“Somebody had just yelled ‘boo’ at the Lao Army,” George Allen recalls,
“and it was swimming across the Mekong.”732 He was close to the mark:
Royal Laotian soldiers were frantically paying their way across the
Mekong, after which they were interned by Thai police. Allen was at the
fifth SECDEF conference two days later in Saigon. Even though Laos was
not on the agenda, Allen recalls that McNamara was keenly interested in
how the U.S. should respond to the fall of Nam Tha. The secretary waited
until the room was cleared for a special briefing before bringing up the



issue. Aside from McNamara, Lemnitzer, Felt, Harkins, and Ambassador
Nolting, George Allen was one of the few people left in the room.

McNamara motioned aside the briefing and immediately began talking
about what the communists were up to in Laos. “Let’s assume that the
enemy is going all the way to the Mekong,” he began. “What do you think
we should do? I’d like to hear from each of you.” Tension immediately
filled the room—everyone at the table was looking at their notes for the
briefing, which had, with a wave of McNamara’s hand, just vanished. No
one was prepared. “What do you think, Lem?” the secretary asked the JCS
Chairman. “Well, ah…” Lemnitzer began stammering as he thumbed
through his loose-leaf booklet looking for the item on Laos. But there was
no item on Laos. “Well sir,” he said tentatively, “I think we ought to
implement SEATO Plan Five, and go in and seize the key points along the
Mekong.”

That was all that Lemnitzer could muster for an answer, Allen recalls,
so McNamara turned to Admiral Felt. “What do you think, Don?” Felt’s
first name was Harry, but McNamara had a habit of forgetting it. While
Lemnitzer had been on the hot seat, Felt had time to prepare this answer:

Well, sir, we have two carrier task forces in the Gulf of Tonkin
right now, and we can launch air strikes immediately, and in
forty-eight hours, for example, we could wipe the town of
Tchepone right off the face of the map.

Thus, McNamara’s Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, Lemnitzer, had just
advocated massive American intervention, and Felt, his Pacific commander,
had just urged the destruction of Tchepone by air. Neither was a suggestion
McNamara would be passing on to the president anytime soon.

It was General Harkins’ turn next. “Well Paul, what do you think we
ought to do?” Harkins was out of his league, but he had had some time,
while his superiors were speaking, to come up with an answer. After
stammering a few “ahs” he said:

I think whatever we do has got to make it clear to the enemy that
we are serious and that we’re going to make a stand. But on the
other hand it’s got to be within our capabilities to do so.



He had managed to say something without proposing anything. “What do
you think?” the secretary then asked the ambassador. Nolting, coming last,
had more time to work on his answer than anyone else and had erected the
following architectural analogy:

Well as I see it, Mr. Secretary, there are two pillars to our policy
in Southeast Asia, Thailand and Vietnam, and Laos is the
keystone, if the keystone falls, the columns will collapse.

According to Allen, McNamara was “wincing” at each one of these
responses. He probably had already received word that a final decision on
any deployments had been postponed until his return, and was using this
group as a sounding board.

“That’s all very good, but let me play the devil’s advocate,”
McNamara said, preparing to give his subordinates a few lessons. Turning
to the JCS Chairman, he delivered this lecture in geography: “Lem, you say
we ought to implement SEATO Plan 5. That means we’ve got to occupy
Luang Prabang, Vientiane, Pak Sane, Savannakhet, and Pakse,” he said,
naming the towns in descending order from north to south. He followed that
with this soliloquy on strategy and tactics:

Okay, so we do that. We put our forces in there. [Then] what do
we do? Do we sit? Or do we move out? And if we’re going to
move out, what’s our objective? Are we going to move out to
destroy the enemy? Or just to occupy a larger perimeter, and if
that is the case, what’s that going to do to our force
requirements? You know if we just implement SEATO 5, the
forces won’t be enough to move very far.

Felt must have guessed, as the secretary turned toward him, that his answer
would fare no better than Lemnitzer’s had. McNamara tore it up with this
argument:

Okay, you say we can launch air strikes and take out Tchepone.
What’s the North Vietnamese reaction going to be? Don’t they



have a fighter regiment up at Yunnan [China] somewhere, and
isn’t it likely they’ll bring that in? And won’t they contest this
with us? And what are going to be the rules of air engagement?
Will it be strike their bases if they…bring this outfit in?

After a brief remark on Harkins’ and Nolting’s insubstantial comments, the
lecture was over, but not the ordeal.

McNamara, having demonstrated an extraordinary and detailed grasp
of the situation, sat back calmly in his seat. “Okay fellows, I’ve played the
devil’s advocate, let’s have at it. Let’s arm wrestle on this.” Allen recalls
what happened then:

And they all sit there… some of them looking for the goddamned
Laos thing in the book. There’s no agenda item on Laos! There’s
no background in there. And after this painful silence—Jesus I
wanted to shrink up and crawl out under the door—McNamara
says, “Well, we don’t have much time for discussion here I
guess.”

“I was so disappointed in Lemnitzer,” Allen recalls, “and even in Harry
Felt. I wasn’t disappointed in Harkins because I didn’t expect anything from
him.” It was a poor showing by McNamara’s subordinates, but a good
lesson for the secretary. At least he knew several proposals he would not be
making to the president when he returned.

Laos: A Decision in Washington
The fall of Nam Tha galvanized Washington into action because it appeared
to directly challenge not only the cease-fire but also American hopes for a
negotiated withdrawal from Laos.733 It also appeared to present a serious
threat to the security of Thailand, which asked for new U.S. assurances.
When a White Star patrol probed the Nam Tha area afterward, however, no
North Vietnamese troops were in evidence, and the team reported seeing
only local Pathet Lao guerrillas.734 Like Harriman’s reaction to the
communist attack on Padong a year earlier, the Kennedy administration



reacted more to what Nam Tha seemed to symbolize—a move by Hanoi
toward the Mekong—than to reality: another poor performance by the
Royal Laotian Army.

At a press conference on May 9, Kennedy said there were only two
options: restore the cease-fire through negotiations, or restore it through the
introduction of U.S. forces. He said:

We’ve got … to try to move ahead in our political negotiations.
Now I agree it’s a very hazardous course, but introducing
American forces which is the other one—let’s not think there is
some great third course—that also is a hazardous course, and we
want to attempt to see if we can work out a peaceful solution,
which has been our object for many months. [Emphasis
added]735

The next day at an NSC meeting, Harriman and Hilsman recommended a
naval show of force and a limited troop deployment to Thailand, a plan that
Kennedy had rejected a year before and was still skeptical about now. The
chiefs agreed with this naval maneuver but not with the troop deployment
unless they could use whatever force was necessary to meet any potential
communist reaction.736 This, of course, was out of the question as far as the
president was concerned.

Since Rusk, McNamara, and Lemnitzer were all traveling in Asia and
scheduled to return in two days, Kennedy decided to delay a final decision
on the Thailand troop deployment until then, and, at the same time, to seek
Eisenhower’s advice. He did, however, authorize the naval action that day,
and American warships headed for the South China Sea. After the meeting,
Harriman and Hilsman approached Kennedy and argued that, without the
troop deployment, the ship movement was too weak and should be stopped.
Kennedy agreed, but then changed his mind one hour later.737 His
vacillation would appear to indicate how difficult this decision was to make.

The president’s wavering ended at the May 12 NSC meeting.738

Eisenhower had recommended the same thing. In January 1961, he had told
Kennedy to send American combat troops into Laos. In the meeting,
McNamara recommended the limited troop deployment to Thailand and
logistical preparations for a possible large-scale intervention in Laos.



McNamara’s position was apparently sufficient to persuade Kennedy, and
he approved a plan to send 3,000 combat troops to Thailand as a signal that
a communist move on the Mekong would mean fighting American forces.

Hanoi’s objective in Laos, however, was not to move to the Mekong.
The goal was to secure the infiltration trails into South Vietnam, and the
strategy was to hamstring the Americans with a diplomatic commitment
that would freeze the status quo on the ground. Kennedy’s move to defend
the Mekong was no real threat to this plan. On the contrary, the communists
could now negotiate under what appeared to be American military pressure,
and then Washington would declare victory and go home. The victory on
the ground, however, would belong to the communists, and the agreement
would be nothing more than a face-saving device for Washington.

Settlement on Laos
On June 7, the princes in Laos began meetings in the Plain of Jars, and four
days later arrived at an agreement to form a government of national union.
On June 14, American financial aid to Laos was resumed, and on June 23
the new government was officially formed. Souvanna Phouma became
Prime Minister, while General Phoumi and Prince Souphanouvong were
named Deputy Prime Ministers, with any important action requiring the
agreement of all three men. Their first act was a proclamation of a cease-
fire throughout Laos. Next, they renounced SEATO protection, declared
Laos neutral, and objected to the presence of U.S, forces—which were
already returning to the U.S.—across the border in Thailand. Laos
presented its declaration of neutrality to the Geneva conference on July 6,
which served as the basis for the Geneva Declaration on the Neutrality of
Laos and the Protocol signed by all the delegates on July 23.739

Beginning in June and continuing through October, the 3,000
American troops in Thailand were gradually reduced to a small residual
force. At a White House meeting on September 28, Kennedy issued
NSAM-189, which directed the withdrawal of all American military forces
from Laos by October 7, and the retention of the remaining U.S. combat
forces in Thailand “pending a further review of developments in Laos.”740

The International Control Commission counted all 666 American military
personnel, and the 403 Filipino technicians, as they departed Laos through



the ICC’s checkpoints; but only forty of the estimated 10,000 North
Vietnamese troops in Laos passed through ICC checkpoints.741 Some of
these forces may have been withdrawn, but nobody knew for sure.
Communist secrecy and obstructive tactics by the Polish contingent of the
ICC prevented the organization from formally registering what was a
blatant violation of the Geneva provisions for troop withdrawals.

Arthur Dommen, a respected observer of this period, later said this
about the North Vietnamese troops:

The United States … did not make the issue a casus belli. The
acceptance of these forces was part of the price to be paid for
neutralizing Laos without committing American troops.742

[Emphasis added]

The price turned out to be high, especially so for the South Vietnamese
Army and the American advisors in the field with them. It was a price no
one in Washington, especially in the State Department, was anxious to
acknowledge. In fact, for the next several months there would be a
concerted attempt to deny that the settlement had produced any increase in
infiltration to Vietnam. Someone in MACV’s intelligence office, however,
was busy writing a report that would contradict this claim and upset
General Harkins as well.

An Infiltration Report is Suppressed
Toward the end of the third week in July, Captain Jimmy Harris was hard at
work one afternoon in his office in Saigon when he noticed someone in
brown khaki trousers standing beside his desk.743 He looked up and
immediately recognized General Harkins, the MACV Commander,
glowering at him. Jimmy had never been visited at his desk before by a four
star general and this one had a foreboding look in his eye. It was obvious he
was about to catch hell.

“Captain Harris,” the General snapped, loud enough for others in the
office to hear, “I have just one question for you. How many communists
have you actually seen come across the border?” That was easy: “None sir,”
Harris replied, not getting what Harkins was driving at. “And that’s how



many I’ll accept,” Harkins said defiantly, and then departed, leaving the
startled captain wondering what might happen next. A few moments later,
Delaney explained what the problem was. Harkins was angry over Harris’
infiltration report and had recalled all copies of it.

Captain Harris was the section’s expert on infiltration and he had
released a major study on the subject only a week before. He had worked on
it for over two months and was quite proud of it. It showed a sizable
increase in communist infiltration into Vietnam over the previous months,
and a more recent acceleration through the trails in Laos. “It was a hard
copy,” Harris recalled, “a documented study rather than a message. It
wasn’t electrical; it went out as a mimeographed paper.” What Harris was
most proud of, however, was the congratulatory message that MACV had
received from CINCPAC over the report. Just two days before this
unnerving visit by Harkins, the kudos had come in from Hawaii. Such pats
on the back were rare and naturally had generated cheers and compliments
from his colleagues in the office.

Harkins, Delaney explained, had issued a message to CINCPAC
canceling it and discrediting Harris’ assertion of a recent major increase in
infiltration. “I never forgot that day for the rest of my life,” Harris later
remarked.

Infiltration Through Laos
General Harkins knew how serious the infiltration problem had become. In
a later interview he admitted it: “It was bad when I got there, and it got
worse and worse.”744 The infiltration issue became entangled in a number
of other problems over the course of 1962. It had implications—up to the
end of June—for the renewed call for American intervention in Laos. After
July, it posed an embarrassing problem for American backing of the Laos
neutralization settlement. Beginning in the summer and continuing
afterward, it posed a grave problem for the effort to keep a false ceiling on
the number of Viet Cong in South Vietnam. In short, infiltration through
Laos had become a multifaceted political football.

During the fifth SECDEF conference, the problem had been described
this way: “Infiltration, which has been at a low level for the past few
months, is estimated to be on the increase, using routes through Laos.”745



That was in early May, however, when, in the wake of Nam Tha’s fall to the
communists, the decision facing the president was whether to introduce
U.S. combat forces into Laos. The June 1 USARPAC Intelligence Bulletin
reported that infiltration through Laos “is on the increase,” and that “varied
evidence has led U.S. officials in Saigon to conclude that the monthly
infiltration rate that had fallen to 100-200 persons between Dec 61 and Apr
62 may shortly reach last summer’s high of 500 to 1,000.”746

With American combat troops poised on the Thai banks of the
Mekong and the issue of a larger American intervention still up in the air,
MACV’s reporting continued to reflect higher infiltration: a June 29 report
said “800 to 1,000 Viet Cong infiltrated during May 1962 and about 800 in
the first three weeks of June.”747 The report also forecast that the
“formation of [a] new coalition government in Laos may lead North
Vietnam to expedite infiltration into South Vietnam.” The effect of
underscoring infiltration from Laos to Vietnam was to buttress the case for
a strong U.S. military response to Laos. Just one month later, the situation
had changed completely. The U.S. troops sent to Thailand were packing
their duffel bags to leave, and preparations were underway to endorse the
Laotian declaration of neutrality. The communists, knowing there was
nothing the Americans would do about it, stepped up their use of the trails
through Laos even more. In Washington and Saigon, communist infiltration
through Laos was not a popular subject.

On July 27, another MACV report said that, according to
“unconfirmed” reports, “On July 3, three Viet Cong battalions crossed from
Laos” into Kontum Province and proceeded southward toward War Zone
D.748 Three Viet Cong battalions would include about 1,500 to 2,000 men,
and would most likely have comprised one Viet Cong regiment. These were
some of the units described in the hard-copy Harris report that Harkins
recalled and destroyed. Use of the word “unconfirmed” by the July 27
report—issued four days after the Laos settlement at Geneva—was part of
the new effort by MACV to reverse its reporting on infiltration through
Laos. This became more obvious seven days later, when MACV issued
another report, this time criticizing “South Vietnamese estimates” that at
least 2,000 Viet Cong had “infiltrated into Kontum province just opposite
Laos.”749 MACV, the report said, “discounts” this information, as well as
information indicating there were five more Viet Cong battalions “stationed
in Laos along South Vietnam’s Kontum and Quang Nam provinces.”



The effects of information like the analysis contained in Captain
Harris’ report were twofold. It was publicly embarrassing for the
administration because it advertised the high price that was being paid for
its neutralization policy—the much greater threat to South Vietnam,
Cambodia, and Thailand. At the top secret level, the impact was even more
profound. It was complicated by the ongoing attempt to hide the truth about
the failure of the war effort. Harris’ infiltration report directly undermined
the attempt to suppress the facts about the size of the Viet Cong force.
MACV, the July 27 report said, “holds to infiltration figures of 1,600-1,800
since May from all routes.” This would be a monthly rate of 500 to 600
men, well below the 800 to 1,000 figure used by MACV in June along with
its prediction that it would go up after the Laos settlement.

Harris had failed to consider that his report on infiltration might pose a
problem in Saigon, and he did not understand the political sensitivity of the
matter in Washington. On the contrary, he thought it would be well received
there:

Really it was patterned after the State Department “Threat to the
Peace” paper in 1961, and what I tried to do was to take that as a
basic document and bring it up to date with any additional
[information] and everything that had been captured after that
through somewhere in July.

In fact, Harris’ report came at the very moment that Hilsman, at Rusk’s
direction, was examining infiltration through Laos. The State Department
was interested in showing, if possible, that the Geneva agreement had not
led to an increase. The reversal of MACV’s reporting at the end of July
dovetailed perfectly with this desire, while Harris’ analysis did not.

Despite Harkins’ efforts to recall it, word about “a MACV report on
infiltration” managed to get to Hilsman by the end of August. For the next
two weeks he had been trying, “without success,” to get a copy of it when
he received a call from Forrestal in the White House reporting the upshot of
a disquieting Tuesday luncheon meeting. Forrestal said that “Bill Bundy,
the Joint Staff representative, Mac Bundy and Walt Rostow were all talking
as if there had been a marked increase on infiltration into South
Vietnam.”750 Hilsman replied that there was a MACV study he had been



trying to get hold of, and that he would give Forrestal the cable reference so
that Forrestal could “attempt to obtain the MACV report for us.”

It seems unlikely that Hilsman suspected that this MACV report
contained Captain Harris’ revelations about increased infiltration. It is more
likely he thought the report would be consistent with the MACV material
he had been collecting since late July discounting the earlier claim of
increased infiltration through Laos.751 It is clear Hilsman knew that MACV
had changed its tune.752 It is unlikely that Forrestal or Hilsman ever saw
Harris’ report. On September 28, Hilsman summarized MACV’s reporting
in these words:

No information [is] available to confirm specific instances of
Viet Cong infiltration from Laos. Indeed, some of the reports are
from low-level sources and appear highly exaggerated.753

Hilsman said he agreed with this, and he said it again in another paper he
wrote three weeks later.754

For Kennedy, who was being fed the corrupted data depicting tenuous
success on the battlefield in South Vietnam,755 the infiltration problem
seemed to be the one component most likely to derail this success, and he
worried that this would buttress the argument for the U.S. retaliation against
the source: North Vietnam. That Kennedy worried about the problem in
these precise terms—although he did not want to take U.S. military action
against the North—is evident from a conversation he had with Roger
Hilsman. He recalls the president made a comment “that turned out to be
painfully prophetic for both himself and his successor.” Referring to
Hilsman’s argument that it was impossible to completely cut off infiltration
no matter what “draconian measures” were taken, Kennedy said that it was
“really worse than that.” Even if the flow were reduced to a trickle there
would always be a “political burden.” Kennedy added this prediction:

No matter what goes wrong or whose fault it really is, the
argument will be that the communists have stepped up their
infiltration and we can’t win unless we hit the North. Those trails
are a built-in excuse for failure, and a built-in argument for
escalation.756



Kennedy said he did not think people “would actually lie,” but that every
time things went badly there would be reports “about increased use of the
trails, and people in Saigon and Washington would take them more
seriously.”

For those directly involved in perpetrating the inside deception, as
well as the few in Washington who knew about it, the increase in infiltration
through Laos meant something different. The cutting and “freezing” of the
size of the enemy on the battlefield was the crucial element in their
deception story, for when the numbers were crunched the final line always
had to read the same: the policy was on track and only a little more time,
and a few more helicopters, was needed to win. An enormous slice of the
hard-core Viet Cong force had already been dropped from the books, and
Winterbottom’s intelligence analysts were now besieged by new sightings
of those units that the order of battle team had originally identified. It was
hard enough for Harkins to restrain estimates on the size of the Viet Cong—
and thereby keep his success story intact—without adding into the equation
new battalions and regiments fresh from North Vietnam. To have done so
would have brought down the entire house of cards upon which the
continuing presence of the advisory force depended—the appearance of a
winnable war.

It was not that the war’s decline was producing, as Kennedy predicted,
more infiltration reports, but rather that the war was deteriorating and
infiltration was increasing. In other words, increased infiltration was
making a losing battlefield situation even worse. MACV had succeeded in
suppressing the true figures on communist infiltration through Laos, and the
State Department was happy because there appeared to be no hard evidence
the agreement reached at Geneva was a serious threat to Vietnam. The
tragedy is that concealing intelligence on the enemy makes life far riskier
for the soldiers who have to carry the burden of the battle.

American advisors were being killed in increasing numbers by the
burgeoning communist army in South Vietnam. Harkins had told Harris he
would not accept the North Vietnamese battalions in his report because he
had not personally seen them. There were Americans who saw these
battalions—as they were infiltrating through Laos into South Vietnam. We
are fortunate to have the recollections of the American commander, Army
Captain Jerry King, of the Special Forces team that patrolled the key
Tchepone portion of the Ho Chi Minh Trail at the precise time Harris’



report was destroyed. His recapitulation of what happened on the Trail in
July 1962 allows us, more than half a century later, to understand how it felt
to run smack into the middle of one of these “unconfirmed” North
Vietnamese battalions.757

On the Trail
Dusk was descending on the Ho Chi Minh Trail as six men entered a small
clump of trees and prepared to bed down on another steamy mid-July night.
A Laotian sergeant guarded the perimeter while his two Laotian privates, a
Thai Ranger, and two U.S. Army Special Forces advisors moved deeper
into the trees to find a suitable sleeping site. It had been a long day on the
Trail, and the slope had been mostly uphill as the men had made their way
back from a patrol that had taken them to within ten kilometers of the
communist stronghold at Tchepone. Captain King, commander of the only
U.S. Special Forces A Team operating in this critical zone of the Trail (there
were fewer than twenty such teams in all of Laos), often led small patrols
like this one to oversee the training of the American and Laotian soldiers
under his command.

It would take all of the following day to return to their base camp at
Savannakhet, located near the Thai border on the western side of the
Laotian panhandle across from Tchepone. The three days of patrolling had
been uneventful and the men were tired. The sweltering July heat and high
humidity during the trek back up form Tchepone had drained their body
fluids, so the last thing they did before finding a campsite was to fill their
canteens with fresh water. With a sense of relief they threw down their
rucksacks, feeling secure in the relative safety of the trees and the
approaching darkness. King, and his Special Forces sergeant, Frank Helms,
sat motionless, listening to the tropical insects and birds with which they
would share the night, content just to let their limbs rest for a while. A half
hour went by, shadows began to hug the trees, and some of the men finally
stirred to make a spot on the ground comfortable.

Suddenly, the calm was broken by the sound of hurried footsteps
pounding through the underbrush. All eyes riveted on the path that led to
their recess. The diminutive figure of the Laotian sergeant came running
toward them. He stopped in the middle of the group, looked at King with



frightened eyes and whispered loudly, “Viet Minh!” King jumped up,
motioning to the others to pick up their things, and headed for the spot
where the Laotian sergeant had been. Within seconds he was peering out
from the trees into the rice paddies; there was still enough light to make out
what had so frightened the Laotian sergeant. Sure enough, there they were,
all over the place, more than 300 of them. The distinctive green uniforms
and black straw hats covered with plastic left no doubt in Captain King’s
mind what he was looking at.

It was the main body of a North Vietnamese regular army infantry
battalion. They were less than 100 yards away and closing. King had to
think fast. It appeared that the advance guard had already gone past his own
position in the trees. Based on the approaching angle of the main body,
which was heading straight for him, he estimated the lead element had
passed behind the clump of trees his men were in. North Vietnamese squads
protecting the flanks of the main element could be anywhere. He decided
immediately there was no chance to run for it, and returned swiftly and
stealthily to his men.

Only a few yards from where they were standing was a thorny thicket
of bushes. Time was up. King motioned at the bushes and everyone
scrambled for them except one of the two Laotian privates. He gestured
frantically that he wanted to get out of there but stern looks from King and
the others left him no alternative, and all six men crawled into the bushes on
their bellies. They spread out in a circle on their stomachs, with their feet on
the inside and their shoulders an arm’s length away on the outside. They
checked their weapons, set the safety switches to the off position, and
concentrated on breathing evenly as they waited for the moment of truth.

One minute passed, then two, but it seemed like an eternity. Suddenly,
Viet Cong squads were sweeping the area all around their bushes, poking
here and there and, fortunately for King’s patrol, not taking their job very
seriously. A North Vietnamese soldier walked by the bushes and King could
see the familiar shape of his AK-47 rifle. The Laotian private, the one who
had wanted to bolt, aimed his weapon, but the other men quickly and
silently stopped him from opening fire. The communist soldier moved on
and King passed the order to hold fire until the very moment they were
discovered. The sweeper units disappeared and, as he peered out through
the leaves of the bushes, King could see North Vietnamese officers
assigning spots for squads to bed down right where he and his men had



been only moments before. Luckily they had left no evidence of their
presence.

With the sweat dripping from their bodies, King’s men began to
quietly apply mud to the exposed areas of their skin for camouflage. They
began to realize that, for the moment at least, they would not be discovered.
King knew they would be tortured and killed if they were found. The
tension mounted. A North Vietnamese solder walked right up to the bushes,
dropped his trousers and squatted. Their nostrils rebelled at the putrid scent.
Others came to relieve themselves by the bushes in the hours that followed.
Finally, the Viet Cong went to sleep.

King and his men did not sleep. Every few moments, one man would
touch the man to his left on his shoulder to help ward off the drowsiness.
When the urge to urinate finally became overwhelming, there was nothing
to do but just let it happen in place. The major problem of the night was
drinking water from their metal canteens, but drink they had to, for the
humidity was still very high, and that, along with their anxiety, caused them
to sweat all night. King estimated their water would be gone before noon
the next day, and that they would not be able to last in their present position
if the Viet Cong decided to stay another night.

To the patrol’s relief, the infantry battalion began moving out at
daybreak. It was about 9:30 when the last of them disappeared from view.
Just to be safe, King made his men hold their positions for one more hour.
King and Helms then crept out of the bushes and scouted around the
immediate area. The Viet Cong were nowhere in evidence. King decided to
move out on an angle away from where he thought the Vietnamese were
headed—into South Vietnam. The Laotian sergeant led the others in a line
formation. Jerry King did not have to motivate his men to move fast.

When he returned to base, he immediately reported the movement of
this North Vietnamese battalion through the Tchepone area. As he did so, he
had no idea that Laos had just declared itself neutral and that this political
breakthrough, for which Washington had labored for the previous fifteen
months, was about to be sealed by the delegations at Geneva. Although he
didn’t realize it at the time, Jerry King’s experience in the Laotian bush had
just given him a firsthand view of what the political solution meant on the
battlefield. The price of neutralization was a large North Vietnamese
presence on the ground in Laos, and unrestricted use of the trails King was
patrolling. It is not surprising, then, that reports like the one King made that



day were both militarily alarming and politically controversial. But King
did not know that either. He never got feedback on his reports.
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Chapter 15

Failure in Vietnam

In Washington—The Fix Was In
hen Bill Benedict finally got back to Washington he tried to sound
the alarm about what was happening in Saigon. He recalls what

happened:

I went in, and I told [General] Fitch what the story was, how
they’d manipulated the figures, you know, the pressure we’d had
to hold the point down. He tried to call the [Army] Chief of Staff,
but that was just at the time when Decker was checking out of
the net, and he wasn’t available. … So what happened is, Fitch
sent me over to the [CIA] National Board of Estimates. … I went
over and gave a two-hour talk to those guys where I leveled with
them, and they all said, “Hey, the suspicion is confirmed, but
what are you going to do?” By then the whole thing had reached
a point where there was a political implication overpowering
us.758

The “old gray beards” at the CIA’s Board of Estimates seemed to have
taken Benedict’s charges with uncharacteristic calm. It was as if they
already knew what he was going to say and had made up their minds to do
nothing about it.

George Allen did not have any better luck after he left Saigon than
Benedict did. On his way back to the Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA) in
Washington, Allen stopped off in Honolulu for discussions with



CINCPAC’s intelligence organization, headed by Air Force Brigadier
General Patterson. After listening to Allen’s criticism of the state of
MACV’s intelligence effort, the general, Allen recalls, “pressed me for
details … and what I thought ought to be done.”759 Allen said
Winterbottom had to be replaced by someone “better qualified,” a
suggestion to which Patterson “evinced no great shock.” Allen recounts,
however, what Patterson did afterward:

I later learned that after our meeting, he [Patterson] sent a “back
channel” message both to Col. [Winterbottom] in Saigon and to
Air Force intelligence in Washington advising that I was “out to
get” Col. W. Later in the day after the meeting, Allen received
word from Washington “that I should report to the office of
General Carroll, the director of DIA, the first thing Monday
morning.” At that time, Allen did not know about Patterson’s
back-channel warning to Washington.

Allen dutifully reported at 8:00 A.M. to Carroll’s office. Allen recalls that
he was asked about the situation in Vietnam and that he told them the truth,
“candidly expressing myself as I had done at CINCPAC.” Carroll asked him
what should be done, and Allen recalls what happened then:

I began, after taking a deep breath, with the suggestion that J-2
[Winterbottom] be replaced, again, outlining his unsuitability for
the assignment. General Carroll asked what service the J-2
belonged to; when I replied that he was an Air Force Colonel, the
general flushed, but then continued questioning me on other
matters for another fifteen minutes or so. Finally, he thanked me,
and dismissed me. After the door closed behind me, one of those
who remained later told me, the general asked the assembled
colonels and brigadier generals who the hell that civilian thought
he was to call into judgment the competence of an Air Force
colonel.

Still, Carroll had paid attention to Allen’s depressing news about the
situation in Vietnam because McNamara had ordered the DIA director to do



something about improving MACV’s intelligence operations.
Shortly after the encounter with Allen, General Carroll left with a task

force to investigate the matter. Allen says this is what happened to Carroll’s
mission:

The wind was taken out of his sails when he made the required
courtesy call [at CINCPAC] en route to Saigon. Admiral Felt
chose to remind General Carroll that Vietnam was on
CINCPAC’s turf, and that as the theater commander, he was
responsible for intelligence in Vietnam; that he reported directly
to the Joint Chiefs; that DIA was not in his chain of command
and therefore had no authority over intelligence in Admiral Felt’s
theater, and that he trusted General Carroll understood this and
would conduct himself accordingly.

General Carroll returned to his plane and told the task force “that they
would not conduct a review of intelligence in Vietnam.”

Somehow, Walt Rostow, at this time Chairman of the Policy Planning
Council at the State Department, learned—from whom it is not clear—that
some specialists had returned from Vietnam with views critical of the
situation there. This prompted Rostow to request a personal briefing by
George Allen. Allen recalls the buildup to the meeting:

This caused quite a stir throughout DIA, which finally agreed to
Rostow’s request, provided that he come to the Pentagon for the
briefing. It was also decided that a DIA general officer (an Air
Force brigadier) should attend the briefing session as
“moderator.” I was warned to refrain from criticizing MACV’s
intelligence competence. While I could offer my own views on
the enemy situation, I would not do so in ways that might suggest
any shortcomings in MACV’s intelligence effort.

Rostow left the meeting no better informed than before it, Allen says. He
tried writing some reports that called MACV’s “overly optimistic views
into question, but this only resulted in a new gag order. “We were instructed



to refrain from any analytical remarks which could not be directly attributed
to the military command in Vietnam.”

Allen, an old intelligence pro himself, then resorted to some back
channel techniques of his own. He used them to send a query to people on
Winterbottom’s staff asking whether there had been any changes in the
enemy order of battle. After a brief delay, Allen recalls, they sent back word
that a number of additional Viet Cong combat units, “numbering several
thousand men,” now met the criteria for “acceptance,” and that
Winterbottom “would be announcing this after clearing the matter with
General Harkins.” What happened next was predictable:

Shortly thereafter, they advised that Harkins had rejected the
notion that the enemy forces could be increasing while suffering
the kind of losses being inflicted on them by friendly operations,
and the J-2 therefore decided not to change the order of battle
holding at this time, despite the evidence of continued growth in
enemy capabilities.

Allen says he was “astonished” that a field commander’s subjective views
could lead to the suppression of hard intelligence of mounting enemy
capabilities,” but his attempts to do something about it failed.

The efforts of Allen and Benedict to tell the truth about MACV in
Washington were not the only ones. Army Brigadier General W. B. Rosen,
Special Assistant to Army Chief of Staff Decker, went out to examine the
situation in Vietnam and returned in May 1962 with a disturbing report. He
had found “almost universal skepticism” that the Viet Cong could be
defeated “expeditiously,” and he outlined the differences of opinion
between MACV and the American advisors in country. Somewhat to his
surprise, says historian Andrew Krepinevich, “the Army Staff generally
ignored his report.760 Krepinevich explains:

The negative reports given Rosen by advisors in the field were
symptoms of an emerging revolt by many Army advisors against
the Army hierarchy’s view of how well the war was going and
how well suited the methods of the Concept were against
insurgents.



By “Concept,” Krepinevich means the old World War II conventional
approach to war. The advisors’ arguments were “doomed to failure,” he
notes, because this unwelcome message challenged the very foundations
upon which the Army had constructed its approach to the war.

That Harkins did not listen to his advisors in the field, that the Army
Staff did not listen to General Rosen, that the DIA did not listen to George
Allen, and that the old gray beards at the CIA did not pay attention to
Benedict was most unfortunate indeed. For the military’s old and
inappropriate approach to the war was about to be tested in battle—against
a far larger and more determined enemy than MACV was willing to admit
existed.

Summer 1962—The Battle is Joined
With the onset of the rainy season in May, the communists’ spring offensive
came to an end and, from the middle of the month through the end of June,
large-scale attacks declined. The Viet Cong concentrated on consolidating
their power in the regions into which they had expanded, and launched a
series of small-scale attacks into the adjacent government-controlled areas
to cripple the economy, divert attention there, and tie up the South
Vietnamese Army. In May, these attacks, comprised mostly of 100 to 200
men, struck farm projects and Civil Guard outposts in Kien Phong Province
along the Mekong (on the 4th and 6th), in Phuoc Thanh Province just north
of Saigon (on the 5th), and in Quang Ngai Province along the central coast
(on the 9th). To the north of this area on the next day, attacks in Quang Nam
and Thua Thien provinces temporarily crippled the railway line and led to a
government decision to suspend night railway traffic there. On May 12, the
Viet Cong attacked three separate Self Defense Corps (SDC) outposts in An
Xuyen Province in the southern Ca Mau Peninsula, while in Darlac
Province in the central highlands they attacked a district headquarters
manned by three government paramilitary platoons. In the Darlac attack,
government forces sustained seventy casualties and the VC just sixteen,
while collecting all of the government weapons before a U.S. air strike
forced them to withdraw.

At the same time that the communist spring offensive was coming to
an end, South Vietnamese actions finally began to pick up momentum.
Many of these attacks were concentrated within a 100-mile radius of the air



bases near Saigon, where most of the American helicopters were located.
On April 24, a government air-mobile operation in Phuong Dinh Province
claimed fifty-three Viet Cong killed, while two South Vietnamese battalions
reported forty-four enemy dead in Long An Province on the same day. A
May 9 heliborne operation in Ba Xuyun Province reported sixty-one Viet
Cong killed, and on May 23 a large South Vietnamese Army force,
supported by the U.S. 57th Helicopter Company, counterattacked the new
Viet Cong operation going on in Kien Phong Province, claiming 100 enemy
dead.

Because of these and other government operations, it appeared that the
high death toll being extracted from the Viet Cong might begin to cripple
their operations. The question was: were these claims accurate? U.S.
advisors in the Kien Phong battle, two of whom were wounded, confirmed
those Viet Cong kills. The June 1 USARPAC Intelligence Bulletin did not
openly deny the other South Vietnamese body count claims, but the author’s
subtle choice of words sometimes revealed his skepticism.761 For example,
the description of the May 23 heliborne operation, which was also
supported by U.S. air strikes, said 100 Viet Cong had “supposedly” been
killed. Moreover, the article reminded its readers that, in general, casualty
statistics were “known to be grossly inflated,” and disclosed that “this fact
has been determined from evaluation of many reports over the past six
months and from actual on-the-spot observation.”

Still, there could be no doubt about the fact that the U.S. air strikes
were killing a lot of people. That many of the dead included innocent
civilians had been the source of General Jablonsky’s concern, shared by
many advisors and officials in Washington like Hilsman. The only
justification for continuing the air strikes, however ill-advised it appears in
retrospect, was the belief that these air strikes must have been killing large
numbers of Viet Cong forces, which, after, all, was the principal military
objective of the war effort. The problem was that these forces were still
growing. Despite losses, the June Bulletin noted, “Their military units have
demonstrated remarkable regenerative capabilities.” Equally significant was
the fact that the firepower of American high-tech weapons systems had not
sapped the will of the Viet Cong to fight. While the advisors, helicopters,
and B-26s did motivate, for a while, the South Vietnamese Army to attack
more often and deeper into Viet Cong territory, they did not succeed in



weakening the enemy’s motivations. “Despite government pressure,” the
June Bulletin said, “the Viet Cong are losing no aggressiveness.”

The June USARPAC Intelligence Bulletin was noteworthy for another
reason. It directly addressed the prevalent beliefs inside the U.S. Embassy
on the course of the war. The article summarized the embassy’s view in this
way: although the tide had not turned, government operations in the last six
months had arrested some of the unfavorable trends, and U.S. advice and
materiel would produce further dividends. The USARPAC Bulletin
cautioned, however, that during the same six months, Viet Cong strength
and determination had also increased. The bulletin added, “It now seems
clear that the communists are not going to back down or voluntarily retard
their timetable for conquest as a result of increased U.S. aid.” What had
been achieved, “at best,” the article said, “is a military standoff … with no
real indication that the government is competing successfully with the Viet
Cong for control of the countryside and support of the population.” It was
precisely “on this level,” the article said forebodingly, “that the Viet Cong
have proved themselves most adept, and it is where the battle for South
Vietnam will ultimately be fought.” [Emphasis added]

The war in South Vietnam heated up during June and July. Urged into
battle by U.S. advisors, the South Vietnamese Army conducted its largest
operations to date. On July 20-21, they conducted a successful attack deep
into Viet Cong territory in Kien Tuong Province, located on the border with
Cambodia, which included an unprecedented night heliborne lift.
Operations of the 7th Division in the Mekong Delta during that same week
claimed 400 Viet Cong casualties. The Viet Cong launched large operations
as well, and their attacks were every bit as deadly as the government’s. On
July 14, a battalion-sized force ambushed two South Vietnamese airborne
companies in Binh Duong Province just north of Saigon, killing twenty-four
—including a U.S. advisor—and wounding twenty-nine. Six Viet Cong
attacks in the first week of July alone in the III Corps Delta area resulted in
180 South Vietnamese dead and “considerable” losses of arms and
equipment. A particularly disturbing development was the Viet Cong’s new
use of a technique in military intelligence parlance as “imitative deception.”
They broke into South Vietnamese radio nets and mimicked South
Vietnamese communications, steering a Ranger company to a point where a
Viet Cong force ambushed it.762



The war had truly been joined by both sides, but the Viet Cong
withstood the best that the South Vietnamese Army could muster. The
August 1 USARPAC Intelligence Bulletin reported the outcome in these
words:

Enemy capabilities have not been significantly reduced by GVN
offensives; communist vigor remains undiminished, and the rainy
season, now in full force, is not expected to slow down guerrilla
attacks appreciably. Despite continuing high casualties in July,
the Viet Cong many times showed that they are able to strike in
strength effectively.763

The will of the Viet Cong still remained unshaken by the test of battle.
“Despite all the GVN can do,” said the bulletin, “Viet Cong strength and
determination have not been weakened.” The question was: how much
longer would it be before the will of the South Vietnamese army cracked?
When the smoke cleared from the battles of July 1962, the Viet Cong had
not been beaten and, if anything, had come out on top. The August bulletin
concluded gloomily that the Viet Cong “undoubtedly still retain the
initiative and are free to set the pattern of military action.”

Of course this was not the view of the war that had come to dominate
the U.S. leadership. The official optimism begun earlier in the year seemed
to have justified itself because of what Harkins’ top secret briefings
showed: the military situation had turned the corner and now looked bright.
The American approach seemed sound, and the continuing favorable
developments held out the promise of eventual success. As The Pentagon
Papers noted, “to many the end of the insurgency seemed in sight … In
some quarters, even a measure of euphoria obtained.”764 At Kennedy’s
behest, McNamara now focused on bringing the Vietnam problem “to a
successful conclusion within a reasonable time.” The first evidence of this
bidding was McNamara’s instruction to Harkins during the fifth SECDEF
conference that he come up with a plan to wrap things up and come home.
On July 23, the same day the Laos Accords were signed, McNamara made
this decision official during the Sixth SECDEF conference. The Americans
were ready to declare victory and come home.



July 23—The Sixth SECDEF Conference
General Harkins opened the discussion with the comment that “there is no
doubt we are on the winning side. If our programs continue, we can expect
VC actions to decline.”765 He said 2,400 strategic hamlets had been built,
and the total would reach 6,000 by the end of the year. In certain areas,
Harkins said, “the reception of the hamlet program has been very good.”
The programs for the South Vietnamese Army, the Civil Guard, and the Self
Defense Corps were “coming along well and in most cases are ahead of
schedule.” All of this pleased Secretary McNamara, who, the conference
record indicates, “noted that six months ago we had practically nothing and
we have made tremendous progress to date.” The secretary declared that it
was time to move beyond “short term crash-type actions” to a carefully
conceived long-range program for training and equipping South Vietnamese
forces and a “phase out of major U.S. combat, advisory and logistics
support activities.”

McNamara turned to Harkins and asked how long it would take before
the Viet Cong could be “eliminated as a disturbing force.” One year,
Harkins replied, “from the time we are able to get [Vietnamese forces] fully
operational and really pressing on the VC in all areas.” Apparently
unimpressed by Harkins’ answer, McNamara ordered that the long-range
program to wrap up the war be laid out assuming that it would take three
years to bring the Viet Cong under control. McNamara then added this:

We are behind schedule in our Defended Hamlet-Strategic
Village program and the key to the problem is wresting areas
from VC control and protecting the population. We must take a
conservative view and assume it will take three years instead of
one year. We must line up our long range program as it may
become difficult to retain public support for our operations in
Vietnam. The political pressure will build up as U.S. losses
continue to occur. In other words, we must assume the worst and
make our plans accordingly. [Emphasis added]

As if to defend his one-year scenario, Harkins said that government control
was better in some areas than in others, but that it had increased in the Delta
“from 40% to 70% in the past year.” He added that some of the attacks



there were not VC-initiated but the acts of “bandits” that had been operating
in South Vietnam “for thousands of years.”

McNamara mentioned a pessimistic report of the Washington teams on
the hamlet program,” and added, “perhaps Washington was uninformed”
about the progress Harkins had mentioned. McNamara directed his
Assistant Secretary of Defense for Public Affairs, Arthur Sylvester, to look
into this with CINCPAC and MACV in order to “get good material into the
press.”

After this, however, the conversation went downhill. Ambassador
Nolting said he thought it was necessary to develop the “will of the
villagers to resist.” This drew a reaction from Rufus Phillips, a Lansdale
protégé working in the Embassy who would shortly become the Assistant
Director for Rural Affairs. Phillips said that the hamlets that demonstrated
the will to resist were the ones the Viet Cong attacked. This comment,
predictably, disturbed McNamara: what arms do the villagers have?
Shotguns, grenades, and French rifles, Phillips replied.

McNamara, who had directed several times at previous conferenced
that better weapons be put into the hands of the Self Defense Corps (SDC),
seemed irritated by the news that the villagers had poor weapons. The
conference record indicates:

[McNamara] then said not to let the shortage of arms keep us
from arming the villagers properly. Requisition the carbines if
they can do the job better. We should indicate the number of
people in the villages that should be armed with the carbine.

It was the same mistake the secretary had made by impatiently arming the
SDC, only worse: who was to say which villagers were Viet Cong? Many
of the areas Harkins claimed were sympathetic to the government were Viet
Cong strongholds. They would be grateful to receive brand-new American
weapons without having to fight for them.

The top secret briefings and reports of progress at the conference,
though completely at odds with the reality of the villages and the battlefield,
justified the prophecy of victory and McNamara’s order to plan for an
eventual American withdrawal. Two days after the conference, the Joint
Chiefs formally directed CINCPAC to develop a Comprehensive Plan for



South Vietnam (CPSVN) to carry out this withdrawal and, by August 14,
CINCPAC relayed, along with its own additional guidance, the order to
MACV to develop the plan.766 The plan was to be based on three
assumptions: that the insurgency would be under control within three years;
that “extensive” U.S. support would be necessary during that time; and that
the current funding ceilings767 could be raised. “Program those items [that
are] essential,” CINCPAC ordered, “to do this job.” This began the lengthy
paper trail on the Kennedy plan for withdrawal from Vietnam. That it was
based on a wholly unrealistic view of the war at its creation was
unfortunate, but that view continued to be fed by a steady stream of good
news.

McNamara did not question Harkins’ view that the war was being
won. But he had questioned the suggestion that it could be over in one year.
Harkins’ claim seems so incredibly naïve that one may ask with
justification: how could the American commander be so out of touch with
reality? If Harkins knew the order of battle carried well under half of the
actual communist forces; if he knew, as he later admitted but would not let
Jimmy Harris report outside MACV—that the infiltration problem was
serious and getting worse; if he knew the casualty figures were 30 percent
too high for the Viet Cong and 30 percent too low for the government; if he
knew that the SDC were defecting as fast as the government was trying to
replace them—how could he possibly think that victory could be achieved
in just twelve months? We do not know what motivated Harkins, but
whatever it was, surely defies any sound military explanation.

Optimism, as a justification for battlefield predictions, has its limits.
When soldiers are dying in combat, there is little room for inaccurate
assessments of the enemy’s strength and will. Unfortunately, in Washington
and Saigon, there was too much room for precisely those kinds of
assessments.

“The Greatest Victory of the War”
“The parade was held on a Saturday,” Neil Sheehan, a news correspondent
at the time, later wrote of it, “so that as many civil servants and their
families as possible could be recruited to fill the crowds.”768 It was the
South Vietnamese Army’s “greatest victory of the war,” the Saigon



newspapers boasted about the July 20 operation the 7th Division had just
concluded against the Viet Cong. This division was the best in the South
Vietnamese Army, and its commander, Colonel Huynh Van Cao, rode
triumphantly through the cheering crowds, Patton style, sporting his
swagger stick and his Colt .45. After marching in front of his soldiers past
the National Assembly building, he was decorated by Diem for gallantry.
Cao’s troops had killed ninety Viet Cong in this battle, and in six
subsequent operations in August and September they claimed 100 or more
VC kills each time.

The senior American advisor for that area (III Corps), Army Colonel
Daniel Boone Porter, said later that he and Cao’s U.S. advisor, Army
Lieutenant Colonel John Paul Vann, “doubted” Cao’s claims “very much,”
but they “nevertheless reported in most instances what the old colonel said
he had killed.”769 Cao’s claimed figure of 131 dead VC as a result of the
July 20 operation was typical of the way the South Vietnamese inflated
figures to exaggerate success, but behind this little lie lurked a deeper and
more troubling truth about the battle on that summer day. The ninety bullet-
riddled Viet Cong bodies left floating in the open rice paddies, across which
they had been fleeing for the safety of the Cambodian border just four miles
away, were casualties of rounds from a supporting U.S. Farm Gate mission.
Sheehan’s work, A Bright Shining Lie, poignantly describes how Colonel
Cao, who held in his grasp the opportunity to annihilate the entire Viet
Cong 504th Main Force Battalion, gave up—out of fear the Viet Cong
would fight if backed into a corner—and let them go.770

Cao refused Vann’s pleas not to let the communists “escape like this to
fight another day.” Cao had already lost two dead and a dozen wounded
when his forces landed next to the VC force, which foolishly fled into the
sights of American aircraft. The only major ground kills made by the 7th
Division that day occurred when some of its soldiers found and shot seven
guerrillas hiding underwater breathing through hollowed reeds. Vann was
incredulous at Cao’s apparent cowardice, but subsequent operations
revealed a common pattern. The reason, Sheehan explains, was this: once
trapped, the Viet Cong would fight and Cao would take casualties too. Then
he would “get into trouble” with Diem, not be promoted, and might even be
dismissed.

That Vann had managed to prod Cao into large operations was an
accomplishment, and he continued them because they brought him more



kills than any other division commander. In so doing, however, Cao was
gambling with his own career. Consequently, after bagging several Viet
Cong, he would let the rest escape. This convenient arrangement did
wonders for Cao’s career, but it also let large concentrations of Viet Cong
loose in the Delta when he should have been trying to root them out. This
chance would not come again, for Cao’s game came to a crashing halt on
October 5, when Rangers from his division staged an operation into the
Plain of Reeds and ran into the Viet Cong 514th Ranger Battalion. The
514th stood and fought, stayed in their foxholes when the air strikes came,
and then retreated in an orderly manner. Cao lost twenty dead and forty
wounded, was summoned to the palace, called on the carpet and browbeat
by Diem for listening to his American advisors and taking casualties. Diem
threatened to deny Cao his promotion to general and a corps command.
That brought an end to any effective operations for the 7th Division: it
suffered only three dead for the rest of 1962. Cao, however, got his
promotion.

The Myth is Shaken
On August 8, national Security Council member Michael Forrestal wrote to
McGeorge Bundy predicting that when the rains stopped in November the
following six months would determine the success or failure of the U.S.
program in Vietnam.771 The truth was that the program had already failed
and that the indices of that failure had been blocked and replaced by
statistics showing success. Forrestal’s memo is interesting because it
borders on the negative. It ended with the recommendation that the U.S.
step up “pressures” on Diem, adding—with a hint of desperation— “even at
some risk.” The lying about the success of the war demanded a psychology
of success, but Forrestal’s memo was symptomatic of the developing cracks
in that psychology.

In Vietnam, closer to the reality of the failing war effort, an
institutionalized schizophrenia was necessary for the psychology of
winning to persist. Ambassador Nolting reported to State on August 16 that
he had discussed the attitudes of “various” governments, presumably
including that of the U.S., “in relation to the psychology of the Vietnamese
people.”772 To signal that such talks were based on reality instead of the



fiction of official optimism, Nolting said that they were held “in context”—
a creative phrase meaning the true situation. Nolting reported his view that
because “war weariness” in Diem’s army was a factor in the Viet Cong’s
success, “a definite shift in GVN psychological line should be made.” The
new psychological line he proposed was “light at the end of the tunnel.” He
said, “This line can be made credible,” and added that Secretary of State
Thuan agreed it should be “injected” into Diem’s speeches.

Two officials at the State Department who understood the difference
between “in context” and optimistic assessments were Chester Bowles, at
this time an Ambassador-at-Large, and Joseph Mendenhall, who had
recently returned from the post of Political Counsel at the American
Embassy in Saigon. Bowles wrote to Rusk that “although our military
authorities appear hopeful about the outcome, qualified outside observers
place the odds for a clear-cut victory at less than fifty-fifty.”773 Bowles then
bluntly added that if the situation continued to deteriorate it would force a
decision within the next year to choose between committing more troops
“to what the president’s political opponents will call ‘another Democratic
war’ or withdrawing in embarrassed frustration.” Bowles’ memo issued this
warning: “For the U.S. government to adopt the classic ‘let’s wait and see’
posture under such circumstances strikes me as not only sterile but
foolhardy.”

In this author’s view, the president’s opponents on the other side of the
fence—who wanted full-scale U.S. intervention in the war—feared the
latter choice (a Kennedy withdrawal to cut his losses). Moreover, it was that
fear that made it necessary to lie about the true battlefield situation. Bowles
was correct that waiting to see what would happen on the battlefield was an
unwise posture. However, Kennedy’s right-wing opponents had a different
wait-and-see strategy: to wait until the 1964 election to see if a Republican
might capture the White House and approve full-scale intervention in the
war. So long as Kennedy did not withdraw, the better the odds would
become for this outcome.

Mendenhall, just back from Vietnam, was graphically pessimistic. He
argued that even though American aid had stopped the “rapid” deterioration
of 1961, “the present overall security trend continues against us. In the
central Vietnam lowlands provinces, security has seriously deteriorated in
1962.”774 Mendenhall posed this basic question: “Why are we losing?” His
answer was simple: “President Diem and his weaknesses represent the basic



underlying reason for the trend against us in the war.” Mendenhall’s
solution was frank and blunt:

Conclusion: That we cannot win the war with the Diem-Nhu
methods, and we cannot change those methods no matter how
much pressure we put on them.

Recommendation: Get rid of Diem, Mr. and Mrs. Nhu and the
rest of the Ngo family.

That drastic recommendation was based on an observation that directly
contradicted the falsehood that the tide of battle favored the government.

Although Mendenhall’s analysis did not go higher than the Deputy
Assistant Secretary for Far Eastern Affairs, Ed Rice, this memo and
Bowles’ comments made it clear that MACV’s attempt to hide the failure of
the war effort was being undercut by communications between the embassy
and the State Department. LBJ’s aide, Colonel Burris, reported to him on
August 17 that there was “concern” over just what U.S. “measures have
contributed toward winning the war,” and added that “it is virtually
impossible to elicit specific replies” from the State or Defense departments
“as to the degree of success or failure, particularly in the military field.”775

Burris then wrote about “eventual” victory being “generally” accepted, but
in this regard he pointed out that “only General Harkins has said that “we
are on the winning side.” (These were the exact words that Harkins had
used at the sixth SECDEF conference in July.) Burris added that the director
of State’s Vietnam working group, Chalmers Wood, had said “an upward
trend in our favor is not clearly in sight.”

McNamara was still an important topic in the memoranda of the vice
president’s aide. On the all-important question of McNamara’s opinion
about how the war effort was going, Burris reported to LBJ that it was the
secretary’s view that “we appear to be just about turning the corner.” Burris
also noted McNamara was moving with “a great sense of urgency” and had
set a time limit for how long the U.S. effort in Vietnam would be
maintained. The news from Burris boiled down to the fact that the myth of
victory was in trouble.

Help, however, was on the way.



Taylor’s Trip Reassures
“General Taylor would be pleased with the progress which has been made
since his visit to Vietnam in October of last year,” Diem told Harkins on
September 10.776 Taylor, who was scheduled to arrive in Vietnam four days
later, was on a worldwide trip examining things in preparation for his new
job as the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. Harkins responded that
“this progress was not restricted to the III Corps area but was evident
throughout the country.” Harkins had put the finishing touches on his own
strategy for defeating the Viet Cong, a plan that would become known as
the “explosion” plan because Harkins intended to attack the Viet Cong
everywhere at once. Harkins presented this strategy in detail to Diem,
hoping to get Diem’s approval before Taylor’s arrival. Diem asked Harkins
how long the plan would take. In a long-winded answer, Harkins said he
was convinced that victory could be achieved in one year. He conceded,
however, that McNamara did not agree with him and that “it was somewhat
difficult to find others who would.”

The spectacle of Harkins, with his charts, his notebooks, and his
situation maps, talking about victory in one year, must have been an
amusing picture for Diem. Had Harkins gone off the deep end? Could he
actually believe what he was saying? Harkins did admit to being optimistic
—he always was, he told Diem during this meeting—but something beyond
optimism was responsible for this uncanny briefing. Before presenting his
explosion plan, Harkins had pulled out a chart, depicting VC strength in
each province, to which Diem had taken exception:

On examination of the figures the president protested that those
indicated for the I Corps and II Corps regions were too low and
that his national intelligence people had much higher holdings in
those areas…

Harkins replied that his figures were based on Vietnamese and American
information, which showed there were just over 20,000 hard-core VC in the
entire country. Diem knew there were more than 30,000 hard-core VC,777

and did not bother to argue the point further. He told Harkins his plan was
good “in principal,” but added, “one had better look to three years instead



of one.” Interestingly, McNamara had said the same thing at the July
SECDEF conference.

Harkins was not the only person preparing for Taylor’s visit. So was
John Vann. He had been invited to represent the division-level advisors at a
lunch with Taylor on September 11. Vann was to give Taylor a frank
appraisal of the situation and “was thrilled with this opportunity to state his
worries to a man who had the power to influence high policy and set
matters right.”778 Vann intended to convey a balanced message at the
luncheon, “encouraged and worried,” writes Neal Sheehan, who studied
Vann’s life for sixteen years. He hoped to raise issues such as the loss of
American weapons to the Viet Cong via the SDC outposts, indiscriminant
bombing, and the problem of ARVN not fighting. At the luncheon,
however, Harkins monopolized the conversation and overrode the key
points that Vann tried to make.779 Sheehan’s account demonstrates that
Vann had misjudged both Harkins’ invitation and Taylor’s desire to know
the truth about the war. Vann had been invited to sit at the table “as an
animated exhibit for General Taylor of how General Harkins was killing
communists in Vietnam.”780

Taylor’s call on Diem was generally uneventful except for a brief
moment when Diem brought up the subject of Laos.781 Diem, in another
unsubtle display of his dissatisfaction with American policy in Laos, said
that the Viet Cong had been building up in the Tchepone area, and, alluding
to the appeasement that had preceded World War II, he warned that a Hitler-
type “folly” should not be overlooked. Taylor did not respond, and Diem let
the matter drop. At his meeting with Harkins the day before, however, Diem
had been less diplomatic. He had expressed his unhappiness with the U.S.
policy on Laos and delivered a biting criticism of Kennedy which he did not
repeat to Taylor.

During a September 11 meeting with Diem’s brother Nhu, Taylor
offered a curiously reversed and lopsided scenario on the subject of the ratio
between the number of guerrillas and the number of soldiers necessary to
defeat them.782 The new JCS Chairman opined that if the Viet Cong could
be expelled from the villages, then they would be the ones “compelled to
wage a counter-guerrilla war.” If the accepted ratio “of 20-to-1 is true,” it
would “certainly be better to be the guerrilla instead of the person obliged
to fight against him.” Taylor’s comments were unrealistic only in the sense
that what he had in mind was a reversed scenario in which South



Vietnamese peasants were waging a guerrilla-style war against the Viet
Cong. But if Taylor accepted the 20-to-1 ratio in this fantasy war, what does
that say about its implications for the real war against the Viet Cong
insurgency?

It would mean that every 20,000 hard-core Viet Cong soldiers required
200,000 regular ARVN soldiers—and they numbered only 170,000 at this
time.783 This is why the discovery of 40,000 hard-core Viet Cong in the
order of battle study in the spring was such a huge problem. Using Taylor’s
force ratio formula, a one million-man South Vietnamese army would have
been required! Actually, American counterinsurgency doctrine called for a
10 to 1 force ratio, and that is why Harkins had forced an arbitrary
reduction of the number of Viet Cong to 16,000, so that, doctrinally, the
170,000 government soldiers could handle the threat.

That was back in May 1962. Now, in September, Harkins was playing
the same shell game by insisting that the total in country VC force was not
more than 20,000 men. This made it possible for Taylor to return to
Washington with reassuring news. On the morning of his departure, Taylor
spoke with reporters and, afterward, the New York Times reported this:

“One has to be here personally,” he said, “to sense the growing
national character, the resistance of the Vietnamese people to the
subversive insurgency threat. My overall impression is of a great
national movement, assisted to some extent, of course, by
Americans, but essentially a movement by Vietnamese to defend
Vietnam against a dangerous and cruel enemy.” He said he was
particularly pleased with the progress in building “strategic
hamlets” … This plan, he said, “has grown far beyond our hopes
of a few months ago.”784

Taylor later wrote this about his conclusions after his trip: “In spite of this
problem of quantifying progress, my general conclusion was that we were
achieving qualitative progress in the military and economic fields but that
the socio-political programs continued to lag.”785 The myth of qualitative
military progress was the centerpiece of the deception that had begun in
early 1962, and it was that same illusory story that Taylor took back to
Kennedy that September.



Taylor’s comments were backed up by the Deputy Chief of Mission
(American Embassy), William Trueheart, who traveled to Washington and
presented his views before a September 19 meeting of the Southeast Asia
Task Force.786 “The military progress has been little short of sensational,”
he told the group. Trueheart said there was only one problem:

The one gloomy spot in the picture, he noted, was the mission’s
relations with the U.S. press corps. He asked for suggestions on
how to deal with this problem. The press, he said, believes the
situation is going to pieces and we have been unable to convince
them otherwise.

Taylor wrapped up his own impressions for Kennedy in a memo on
September 20.787 Taylor told Kennedy that much progress had been made
since his previous visit in October 1961. The hamlet program, military
training, resistance of the Montagnard ethnic minority to communist
domination, and statistics on the war were all evidence of progress. Taylor
added a curious comment that could have been a verse for a 1966 Buffalo
Springfield song:

The statistics—for what they are worth—indicate improvement
in comparative casualties, in the reduced loss of weapons to the
enemy, and in the freeing of a larger segment of the population
and the national territory from VC domination.

Taylor’s use of the phrase “for what they are worth” about statistics was
odd. As the line in the song would go, nobody’s right if everybody’s wrong.
If the worth of the battlefield statistics was questionable, then why cite
them? The answer lies in the fact that there was nothing other than the false
statistics generated by MACV to prop up the whole cloth myth of
qualitative military progress.

Taylor’s lip service to the phrase “for what they are worth” had been
necessary because he knew that Harkins’ statistics were under attack in
Washington. Consider, for example, the criticism delivered to Kennedy by
Mike Forrestal two days earlier.788 The U.S. figure for Viet Cong casualties



for the first eight months of 1962 was 19,404, of which 12,791 were killed
in action. That figure was almost identical to the size of the entire hard-core
Viet Cong forces that Harkins said existed in Vietnam. Because MACV
would only admit to 5-600 infiltrators per month from the North, this
casualty statistic meant that the Viet Cong had successfully recruited and
trained a force equal to its own size in just eight months. “I do not believe
that one can rely of these figures,” Forrestal said, but added, “I am assured
by the State Department that there has been considerable improvement both
in the accuracy of casualty reports and the degree of checking by our own
people.”

The preposterous logic of these figures, when combined with Taylor’s
claim of a great outpouring of support in the countryside for the
government, just did not add up. How was it possible for the Viet Cong to
recruit 20,000 new soldiers in such a short time if popular support for the
government was on such an upswing? The truth, known by the U.S.
advisors in Vietnam, was actually twofold. First, many of the dead were not
Vietcong, but were peasants killed by U.S. artillery and air strikes. Second,
the major flaws in the military campaign were driving many of the peasants
to support the communists.

The “net result” of all artillery and air strikes in the critical Delta area
was negative, recalled Vann. “We did more damage with airplanes and
artillery than we did good.”789 Guerrilla warfare involves “fleeting targets,”
Vann pointed out, and only the rifle had the discrimination necessary to kill
the guerrillas without harming innocent bystanders. “But, in our zone the
primary kills were made by air, artillery, and mortar. As a result of this, a
great many innocent people were killed, and by innocent, I mean women
and children.”

Such horrific news did not surface during Taylor’s trip because
Harkins made certain it would not. Only glitter was on display for the new
JCS Chairman. Taylor’s trip report checked, for the moment, the rumblings
in Washington begun by Bowles and Mendenhall. In the first week of
October, in response to a request by Kennedy, the State Department
prepared a paper on the developments in Vietnam between General Taylor’s
visits in 1961 and 1962.790 There had been a dramatic change in morale, the
report said, and South Vietnam “and its military are confident and anxious
to get on with the job.” The political climate had improved, the government
was gaining popular support in the key rural countryside for the war effort,



and military progress was “encouraging.” The Viet Cong were winning in
October 1961, the report said, but, now a year later, they were not. “In
short,” the report concluded, “the momentum of the VC attack has been
lost.”

The false façade of progress was still intact. In the meantime, Harkins
had to deal with McNamara once more. Harkins had come up with a new
foolproof plan for winning the war to present to the secretary.

October 8—The Seventh SECDEF Conference
The best available record of the proceedings of this conference are the notes
taken by Chalmers Wood, director of the Vietnam Working Group at the
time.791 His notes show clearly that General Harkins again painted a rosy
picture of progress to McNamara. Viet Cong battalion-sized operations had
declined steadily, he said, while South Vietnamese battalion-sized
operations had increased. The South Vietnamese troops were staying out
longer. One had even stayed out for three weeks, he said. There were some
difficulties in their staff planning, but this was improving. Some of the
troops were not as fit as they should be and recently one group had eaten up
all of their food too soon and gotten their feet wet, and so had to be pulled
back. Aside from these small potatoes, Harkins did not indicate to
McNamara that there were any other problems within the South Vietnamese
Army. The rest of his briefing was a story of success. The 9th Division was
now operational; the 26th Division would join in January; two new airborne
battalions were ready; there was a new airfield at Pleiku and helicopter
training was underway; the Civilian Irregular Defense Groups (CIDG) had
made good progress; and defoliation operations in the Delta were “very”
successful—six target areas would soon be “finished.”

In short, Harkins was confident that the South Vietnamese forces were
now ready to do what he had said at the previous SECDEF conference—
defeat the Viet Cong. His new improved concept for doing this had been
approved by Secretary of State Thuan, he said. Harkins then presented his
plan: it would be an explosive type operation, a “nation-wide offensive to
exert sudden and continuing pressure on known areas of VC concentration.”
Harkins’ explosion plan would begin with a “preparatory phase,” which
would include “saturation bombing against VC installations, especially in



Zone D.” This sort of recommendation seems so mindless, so inappropriate
to the struggle being waged then in the countryside that it leads one to
question how Harkins could justify the carnage that could result. This kind
of scorched earth strategy was little improvement over McGarr’s similar
World War II style of planning for counterinsurgency operations.

“Theoretically,” Harkins explained, “the explosive phase would consist
of full-scale coordinated operations exploding at every level from the rice
roots to the national level and finally follow-up operations.” [Emphasis
added] Such an operation, Harkins said, “might have to be repeated several
times.” Beyond detailing how the chain of command for his operation
would eliminate the field commanders, how the Vietnamese troops would
be deployed, how equipment would be prepositioned, how intelligence and
training would be approved, “etc.,” Wood’s notes give us no clues as to how
these forces were to “explode” the Viet Cong insurgency.

There is no indication about how McNamara reacted to Harkins’
explosion plan during the conference. When news of his plan reached
Washington, a worried Harriman immediately wrote to Ambassador Nolting
to oppose it.792 “I am frankly concerned by General Harkins’ presentation
of the ‘Explosion’ Operation,” Harriman said, because the Viet Cong would
make themselves scarce,” and the operation would lead to chaos and the
loss of many innocent lives.” Harriman feared that when it was over the
Viet Cong “could slip back into their positions easily.” The political
implications of such a plan “are so important,” Harriman argued, “that it
should not be approved without full consultation with the Department of
State.”

One point of conflict did arise at the seventh SECDEF conference
when Harkins and Anthis asked for yet another increase in American Farm
Gate aircraft. American pilots were flying 100 hours of operations per
month and this could not be maintained, they said, and “more planes were
needed now.” Surprisingly, the ambassador supported them this time.
“Evidence from the VC showed that these operations were hurting,” he
chimed in. Furthermore, Nolting flatly rejected the claim made by General
Jablonsky and many other U.S. advisors at earlier conferences and meetings
about the value of these bombing missions to the Viet Cong. He said “there
was no evidence” that the Viet Cong thought they were getting any
propaganda advantages from the air strikes.



McNamara was not pleased with the direction of this discussion. He
interrupted to say that it was not the U.S. objective to “carry the burden of
the combat.” He told Harkins to “get a B-26 unit flown by Vietnamese
pilots as soon as possible.” One wonders whether McNamara realized he
had never been told about the real problems with the Vietnamese Air Force
and why they still did not have B-26 units of their own. The secretary told
Harkins and Anthis to expand the Vietnamese Air Force “as fast as
possible,” and added, “If you really want more U.S pilots, then make
recommendations, but they will be received coolly.” Then the secretary
reiterated that “our objectives are to help the Vietnamese fight their war and
to reduce, not increase, our own combat role.”

The plans for withdrawing U.S. forces from the conflict, however, did
not receive much attention at this conference. We know from Wood’s notes
only that “General Harkins did not have time to present his plan for phasing
out U.S. personnel in Vietnam within three years.” It was a strange
conference—the request to expand Farm Gate again, American saturation
bombing, and “explosions” down at the “rice roots.” There was no
discussion of the continuing growth of the Viet Cong, the expanding area
under their control, and the increase in infiltration through Laos. The facts
relating to these, the truly significant problems with the war effort, had long
since been pushed aside by MACV’s false story of impending victory.
Could it be that Harkins failed to understand the importance of these
problems? Did he really think he could “explode” the insurgency? There
would soon be an “explosion” all right, but not the one Harkins briefed to
McNamara. The American story of success in Vietnam was sailing into a
head-on collision with reality.

Breakdown on the Battlefield
Despite the problems faced by the Viet Cong, said the November 1962
USARPAC Intelligence Bulletin, “the Viet Cong military force continues to
grow … in the past few months, not only in numbers but in
organization.”793 One of the reasons for this for this, particularly in the
southern Delta, was that the government’s 7th Division, the one that had
inflicted the most casualties on the Viet Cong during the summer, virtually
ceased to function on the battlefield in the fall. In planning his operations,



the division commander, Cao, did not consult with the Americans, and now
used their intelligence to go where he knew there would be no Viet Cong.
Cao planned fourteen operations in November and December 1962, Vann
recalls, with “great care to avoid any contact with the enemy.”794 Cao’s
scheme of maneuver was designed to cover the eventuality of meeting the
enemy by mistake by always leaving a hole through which the communists
could safely exit. As for the problem posed by his division’s purpose for
existing—to kill Viet Cong— “Cao solved that by inventing even larger
kills from air strikes than he had in the past.”795 Consequently, the 7th
Division received only thee casualties for the rest of the year. Diem,
pleased, promoted Cao to General and gave him a Corps command.

Vann discovered Diem had issued a secret verbal order to his
commanders not to conduct offensive operations that resulted in serious
casualties.796 Vann told Colonel Porter and General Harkins, and Harkins
confronted Diem. Diem simply lied through his teeth. Sheehan explains:

It was certainly not true, Diem said. On the contrary, he had
lectured the ARVN commanders and his province chiefs to be
aggressive. He had ordered them to attack the Viet Cong without
hesitation wherever they could be found. Harkins did not
question Diem further. He began to accept Cao’s faked body
counts and to pass on these reports on communist losses to
Washington with no warnings attached.797

Diem’s order had disastrous consequences for the nightmare developing on
the battlefield. Even though the claims of victory had been false, the body
counts inflated, and the government’s operations had not stopped the overall
growth of the Viet Cong, some communist units had been hurt in the Delta
and these government operations disrupted their growth. After Diem’s
secret order, the Viet Cong expansion gathered unprecedented speed,
proceeding unhindered by the South Vietnamese Army.

Diem’s secret order helped to destroy the confidence the American
advisors had tried so hard to build in the army, the kind of confidence that
comes from the stress and trials of combat. The soldiers knew they were not
seeking engagements with the Viet Cong and before long this undermined
their self-confidence. “They were so frightened, so afraid,” Colonel Porter,



the senior American advisor in Vietnam, explained in an interview with the
author. “The Viet Cong appeared fifteen feet tall to most of them.”798 When
this process set in, it slowly fed upon itself and destroyed the heart and soul
of the South Vietnamese Army. On patrols or when setting ambushes for the
Viet Cong, Porter reports, “someone ‘inadvertently’ fired a round or
coughed or made a noise of some sort, and it was obvious that they did it
deliberately.” When small units set up night ambushes, the soldiers often
clicked the bolts on their rifles to warn the Viet Cong of their presence.

Vann’s intelligence officer, Major Jim Drummond, soon discovered
that the Viet Cong units the 7th Division had not fought had increased in
size, and that the local guerrilla forces were much larger than earlier
thought.799 The fact was that government operations failed to check the
growth of the Viet Cong and the area under their control. “We didn’t inflict
enough casualties on the Viet Cong for it even to be noticeable, Porter told
the author. “I’ve always been very doubtful that we hurt them materially at
all.”800 Most of the army’s success stories were based upon phony
operations, he says, and Diem “knew quite well that most of this was
fraudulent.”

The attempt begun in the summer of 1962 to meet the Viet Cong in
battle had broken down completely in just three months. While the
American leadership in Washington was convulsed in the Cuban Missile
Crisis, in Vietnam American artillery shells and airstrikes continued to rain
down on the countryside. Enormous amounts of American money and
materiel were being pumped into a losing war, much of it finding its way
into the hands of the Viet Cong. By the end of 1962, the Viet Cong no
longer feared the South Vietnamese Army, backed by American helicopters,
and air and artillery strikes, on the battlefield. As the New Year opened, the
Viet Cong would make this abundantly clear.
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Chapter 16

All Hell Breaks Loose

The Battle of Ap Bac801
espite the fact that the South Vietnamese Joint General Staff had
diverted fighter air support to other operations and reduced from

sixteen to ten the number of (H21) helicopters planned for the assault on the
Viet Cong force near Tan Thoi, a few miles north of the Mekong River in
Dinh Tuong Province, the operation proceeded anyway. There was still
complete artillery coverage of the area and a great preponderance of friendly
forces. On January 2, ten helicopters began discharging a battalion of the 7th
Division into an arc around the northern side of the enemy force—a
company of the Viet Cong 261st Main Force Battalion and a company of the
514th Regional Battalion. The initial wave of three H21 landings north of
Tan Thoi prompted the Viet Cong commander to immediately retreat to the
south. This move had been anticipated, and a South Vietnamese Civil Guard
battalion was already moving up from the south to block the way. The Viet
Cong ran into this force and, after a brief firefight, began withdrawing
westward only to encounter another Civil Guard battalion with an armored
personnel carrier (M113) company that had moved into the area from the
southwest.

It was foggy, a factor that may have helped many of the Viet Cong slip
into Ap Bac unnoticed. After that, things began to fall apart. The battle of
Ap Bac started as a series of fluid skirmishes, and the fact that there were
two South Vietnamese commanders giving orders and directing traffic—the
new 7th Division commander, Lieutenant Colonel Bui Dinh Dam, and the
province chief, Major Tho—doomed the operation from the start. This



absence of unity of command characterized many of South Vietnam’s
military operations. Diem had designed the dual nature of South Vietnam’s
military structure to guard against coup plotting, but it hamstrung military
operations and, in the end, did not prevent a coup.

In the absence of effective command, the American advisors, which
included Vann, could only hop about hopelessly trying to influence the battle
in piecemeal fashion. Coordination of fire and maneuver, without which an
offensive military operation is a dubious proposition at best, was awful. An
American advisor with the Civil Guard warned the province chief by radio
that the artillery fire was faulty, but Tho took no corrective action. Maneuver
was stopped while the various unit commanders argued over whose job it
was to go in and dig out the Viet Cong. The M113 task force stopped at a
canal and a long argument ensued about where to cross. The 50-caliber
machine guns mounted on the M113s could have wreaked devastation on the
Viet Cong if used quickly and correctly. When they finally closed in at 2:00
P.M., their attack was uncoordinated and the Viet Cong picked off the
gunners and left their foxholes to hurl grenades at the approaching 113s. The
113 company, after absorbing heavy casualties, was finished by 2:30.



U.S. helicopter over Battle of Ap Bac, January, 1963.



U.S. planes drop napalm on Viet Cong positions, 1963.

What air attacks there were occurred later in the afternoon, instead of
being synchronized to suppress the Viet Cong while the 113s moved in.
Similarly, the Civil Guards did not inch to within rifle range until 5:00, and a
reinforcement of paratroopers did not begin their jumps until after 6:00. By
this time the corps commander, Cao, had already begun to shape the battle so
that the Viet Cong could escape. Once night fell, the remaining troops of the
261st and the 514th Viet Cong battalions withdrew safely. Cao made sure of
this by refusing Vann’s request to illuminate the battlefield with flares, and
by sharply curtailing the number of artillery rounds that could be fired.
Government losses were eighty dead and more than 100 wounded. This
included three dead and eight wounded Americans. Five American
helicopters were lost. The Viet Cong lost eighteen dead and thirty-nine



wounded. Two Viet Cong companies had pulled off a stunning victory over
three South Vietnamese battalions with an M113 company task force.

Admiral Felt arrived in Saigon two days after the battle and called it a
government victory because the Viet Cong had left their positions.802 When
Associated Press reporter Peter Arnett asked a question that challenged this,
Admiral Felt, angered by it, snapped back, “Get on the team.”803 The Viet
Cong had done more than defeat the South Vietnamese Army at Ap Bac.
They had lifted the veil from the elaborate lie of progress in the war effort.

The Gathering Storm
“I am concerned over recent allegations,” Harkins said in a January 10 news
release, “critical of the valor and courage of the Vietnamese soldier.”804 The
defeat at Ap Bac had led to a flood of unfavorable news stories critical of the
South Vietnamese Army’s fighting ability, some quoting U.S. military
officers as saying, “It was a miserable damn performance.”805 Harkins felt
the press coverage was bad enough without U.S. officers adding to the
problem. “I believe that anyone who criticizes the fighting qualities of the
Armed Forces of the Republic of Vietnam,” Harkins said pointedly, “is
doing a disservice to the thousands of gallant and courageous men who are
fighting so well in defense of their country.”

Harkins then he added this, “Approximately ten thousand Vietnamese
soldiers have been killed in action in the past year. Almost thirty thousand
dead Viet Cong attest to their courage.” Harkins stated he was proud of the
South Vietnamese Army, and, in an oblique reference to Ap Bac, added,
“There are always lessons to be learned from any action.” Then came the
boilerplate:

This past year has seen the Vietnamese take the initiative away
from the Viet Cong. I think the coming year will bring even
greater efforts and I have all confidence that the Vietnamese
Armed Forces will attain even greater success.

The truth, however, was that the South Vietnamese had never taken the
initiative away from the Viet Cong, and the fiction of progress fabricated by
Harkins was in real trouble. But, once again, the impetuous MACV



Commander spoke too quickly about Viet Cong casualties without carefully
considering the math.

The CIA’s latest assessment on the war effort, issued the day after
Harkins made this statement, stated bluntly that “the tide has not yet
turned.”806 The CIA impugned the very statistics Harkins had used in his
press release, and said they were “misleading as a basis for a consideration
on who is winning.” If VC strength had increased, as MACV claimed, from
17,600 in their revised June 1962 estimate to the current 22,000 to 24,000,
while at the same time suffering—as Harkins now boasted—30,000
casualties, a reasonable person would be justified in asking, “Just who are
we fighting out there?” The logic underpinning Harkins’ story was simply
breaking down. These statistics suggested, said the CIA report, “that the
casualty figures are exaggerated or that the Viet Cong have a remarkable
capability—or both.” One would hasten to add that, while losing 30,000
killed in action, the Viet Cong had grown from 17,000 to 24,000 men, and
they would therefore have to had recruited 37,000 men in less than twelve
months.

Hilsman, who was traveling in Vietnam with Forrestal on a fact-finding
mission for Kennedy, had raised precisely the same question two days earlier
with William Trueheart, the Embassy’s Deputy Chief of Mission.807

Trueheart “scoffed at this,” and explained that the current statistics were
more accurate, “meaning that last year there were considerably more than
18,000.” Trueheart’s derisive non sequitur threw no light at all on the bloated
VC casualty figures being thrown around by MACV. Hilsman was stunned
to discover that U.S. military intelligence had been so poor in 1962. What
Hilsman did not know was that Harkins had cut VC strength from 40,000 to
16,500 at the May 1962 SECDEF conference.

Unfortunately for Harkins, the Hilsman-Forrestal team had arrived
forty-eight hours before the battle of Ap Bac, and were now fishing around
for some answers. The good news for Harkins was that Taylor, who could
anticipate that the Hilsman-Forrestal report to Kennedy would be damaging,
had decided on January 7 to dispatch a team of his own, headed by Army
Chief of Staff General Wheeler, to get a more optimistic current assessment.
If Taylor could not control what Hilsman and Forrestal had to say, he could
at least counter with Wheeler. Taylor also adroitly added Marine Major
General Victor Krulak to the team, the officer that Kennedy had installed in



the Pentagon as the Special Assistant for Counterinsurgency and Special
Activities (SACSA) to the JCS.

It was right at the crucial point of the Wheeler assessment, when he
was preparing a very rosy report for the president in the first week of
February in Washington, that a startling new development occurred in
Saigon. Harkins was confronted with new American intelligence that
showed the pace of Viet Cong growth and the area under their control in the
crucial Delta region was accelerating. Moreover, the reason for the
acceleration was the false nature of South Vietnamese military offensives
there. All hell was breaking loose around Harkins, as the flimsy foundation
upon which the story of progress was built began to collapse around him.

Blowing the Whistle in Saigon
In Washington, senior officials worried that the defeat at Ap Bac would
undermine support for the war in Congress. From the standpoint of South
Vietnamese combat operations, however, Ap Bac was a strategic defeat for
one ominous reason. The new 7th Division commander had represented an
opportunity to get away from false operations and begin genuine attacks on
the rapidly growing Viet Cong forces in the Delta. The result of Ap Bac
removed whatever sliver of hope there might have been for such a change. It
was business as usual again, except that it was carried out on an even
grander scale. Now South Vietnamese forces began mounting false attacks
with up to 3,000 men. They would be sent, Vann stated, “to an area which
everyone knew was clear of Viet Cong, or at the very maximum, [where] we
could anticipate finding a local guerrilla platoon.”808 The Americans tried in
vain to press for real operations, but the division commander “did not
approve a single operation in an area where we suggested.”

It was all the more frustrating because intelligence had long since
located the Viet Cong battalions. “We were doing this at a time when we
knew where the 514th Viet Cong Battalion was located,” Vann recalled.
They simply “sat in there” and boasted to the people that the South
Vietnamese Army was afraid to fight. This pattern continued throughout the
spring:



…we had not mounted an offensive operation as of April 1 which
was designed to go in and get the enemy. On two occasions,
again, as a result of pressure by General Harkins on General Cao
to go in and get the 514th Battalion, General Cao came up with
two plans. We did one [during] one week and the next one
[during] the following week in the same area the 514th Battalion
was. However, the plans were designed to alert the 514th that we
were having an operation. They kicked off with a so-called
diversionary operation in the vicinity, the day before. The plans
were designed to leave open areas for the Viet Cong to escape.

While Washington received glowing accounts via MACV’s regular
“Headway Reports” on the success of these operations, the Viet Cong was
rapidly expanding their forces, their political infrastructure, and the area
under their control.

Jim Drummond, the intelligence advisor in the 7th Division zone, sent
monthly, weekly, and sometimes daily reports to MACV’s intelligence
organization, detailing the steady growth of the Viet Cong in his area.
During the summer of 1962, “we were faced with platoons and poorly
organized company units,” Drummond recalls.809 Their growth “continued
to escalate,” he explains, “so that by the time I left [in March 1963] we were
facing battalions and regiments.” The lack of any true South Vietnamese
offensive action against the Viet Cong in his sector since the previous
October—nearly five months—had resulted in an acceleration of the growth
of communist forces. Drummond explains:

There’s no question in my mind. If General Cao had taken action
on all the information that was presented to him in a timely
manner, then I think we could have interdicted the growth of the
Viet Cong structure there. ... Unfortunately, every time Cao would
take casualties on his side, he became afraid. Because he was
afraid of what the president [Diem] would say, and it always came
back to that point. So we did not take action in a number of cases
after Ap Bac.810



When Drummond reported this in February to the intelligence section in
MACV, it was such a bombshell that a major effort was launched to
“investigate” his findings.

Initially Harkins tried to fix the problem by getting Drummond to
simply reissue his report. It began with a telephone call from MACV. Neal
Sheehan recaptured this important detail:

A couple of days later a major on Harkins’ intelligence staff
called and said that Drummond had too much red [enemy] on his
map overlay. Other information available to the headquarters, the
major said, claimed that a number of the areas Drummond had
colored in red were still controlled by the Saigon authorities. The
major told Drummond to review his information and submit a
new report.811

Drummond had already had trouble with previous reports showing that
MACV was listing areas as secure for the government that the Viet Cong
really controlled. Drummond had found out through his own acquaintances
on Harkins’ staff that “because he had refused to dilute his previous report, it
had been suppressed.”812

Now, at the precise time Harkins and officials in the Pentagon were
saying that the Viet Cong had lost the initiative, Drummond’s unsettling and
unwelcome news arrived. Drummond remains firm to this day about his
facts. When pinned down specifically to the question of whether Viet Cong
growth was accelerating at that time, Drummond’s answer remains resolute:

That’s correct. They were getting better organized, their
recruitment methods were much better, they were getting better
trained, and they were getting more cadres from the North.813

The real problem posed by his findings was in Saigon and Washington:

…unfortunately, there was a lot of misinformation . . . going back
to Washington on the basis of telling them what they wanted to



hear rather than telling them what the situation was. I think the
Saigon staff was under pressure to do that.

Where did Drummond hear this from? Did Vann or someone else tell him?

Well, that came up. John [Vann] and I discussed it, especially
after the one [February] report I sent up there was investigated by
the team coming down. ... He said, “You can send up what you
want but that’s not going back to Washington.”

Harkins sent a team to investigate after he read Drummond’s revised report.
He had indeed rechecked his facts and issued a new report, but the revision
had more enemy in it than the original.814

Adding insult to injury, Vann decided the time had come to act
precipitously. On February 8, he sent a telegram to Porter with an
information copy to MACV so Harkins would see it.815 Vann bluntly
exposed the false nature of South Vietnamese operations. He said that
despite good intelligence on the enemy, “the division commander and the
corps commander were approving operations where we knew there were no
Viet Cong.” Harkins sent a team to search for discrepancies he could use as a
pretext to fire Vann.816 “It was a Harkins effort to get one John Paul Vann,”
states Don Blascak, who flew down with the team.817

Colonel Winterbottom and his deputy, Colonel Delaney, another aide,
Major Grinder and Captain Blascak strode into the briefing room at the 7th
Division headquarters. “It wasn’t a friendly “let’s look over the situation
together,” Blascak recalled. Drummond and Vann were thoroughly prepared
for this inquisition.

Blascak’s presence was a source of comfort to Drummond. He knew
that Blascak was honest and that Winterbottom would not be able to lie
about the investigation:

Blascak came down with Winterbottom when they checked my
information. ... Blascak knew that what I had in that report was
100 percent correct, and if they didn’t believe it I’d take them out
and take them over to the area and let them get shot at and show
them it was.818



There was no way around it. The Viet Cong expansion was accelerating and
Drummond had the photos, the prisoner reports, and all of the other
intelligence sources to confirm his reports. “I showed them the same
information and proved to them that what I had sent up in my reports was
correct,” Drummond says. “It was very formal,” Blascak recalls, “but they
did a hell of a good job.”

When it was over, Winterbottom had little to say. Drummond recalls,
“The statement by Winterbottom was that ‘You have proved your position to
us.’ So he went back to Saigon.” Winterbottom did the only thing he could
do. He told Harkins that Drummond’s report was correct. The investigation,
however, had not been to get the truth about the enemy, but to get at Vann.
Winterbottom’s statement about Drummond’s facts mattered little to
Harkins. Drummond found out through his contacts at MACV that his
findings had been suppressed. After the final report went out to Washington,
Drummond states, “I got the word from Saigon. ... I was told this is the way
it was, and this is what Washington wanted to see and this is what they were
going to get.”

Washington got another bill of goods on the war, but that was nothing
new. Vietnam was going to hell in a handbasket. The MACV story of
success was in complete tatters, and the debate was just starting to heat up.

The Truth Embattled
As noted earlier, the defeat at Ap Bac—and the press coverage it received—
threatened to undermine support for the war effort in Washington. At a
January 17 meeting of the Special Group for Counterinsurgency, attended by
Alexis Johnson, Taylor, McCone, and others, Ralph Dungan, Special
Assistant to the president, said that should episodes like Ap Bac be repeated,
“It could result in difficulties with Congress.”819 There followed a
discussion “at length” on the “predilection” for negative press coverage and
the question of “relating” press coverage “to the positive side”—an unsubtle
euphemism for controlling the press. The group decided to notify Wheeler to
be prepared for a public appearance upon his return, and to arrange
“background briefings for key members of Congress in the hope of heading
off adverse reaction to the newspaper articles.”

After this meeting, Alexis Johnson met with Rusk and told him about
the Special Group’s discussion of the press problem. Rusk had his own



suggestion on how to fix it: he told Johnson to look into the possibility of
“keeping a book” on the correspondents.820 Rusk wanted them to be given
“offers” to cover successful operations, and the “book” would keep track of
the numbers of those accepted versus the numbers of those they accepted
“when they sensed” less-successful operations. Depending on how the
record turned out, Rusk said, “We could then decide what use could best be
made of it.” That the Secretary of State had become so personally involved
in manipulating the press was a powerful testimonial to the level of energy
being expended at high levels to manage public information about the war.

General Wheeler, the Army Chief of Staff, was not being asked, but
simply put on notice, that he would be making some sort of public statement
when he returned to Washington. His boss, Taylor, Chairman of the Joint
Chiefs, was not leaving him any choice in the matter. Wheeler stopped off in
Hawaii to write his report, and returned to the Pentagon on January 30. His
written report as well as his public statement clashed head-on with the report
of Hilsman and Forrestal, who had returned before him. At the same time, a
struggle over an upcoming National Intelligence Estimate on the war effort
had erupted at the State Department and the CIA. It was so serious that the
ambassador in Saigon and the Director of the CIA had become entangled in
a series of skirmishes during the drafting process. The truth about the war
had itself become embattled, and most of official Washington was involved.

“There can be no more profound index to the progress of the battle in
Vietnam than the measure of changes in the level and quality of information
coming to the Vietnamese forces,”821 read Wheeler’s predictably optimistic
report after his return to Washington. “The more good intelligence that is
forthcoming,” the report said, “the greater the number of successful
operations that can be undertaken.” Presumably, Harkins did not allow
Wheeler and Krulak to hear that many of these so-called successful
operations were frauds. The report admitted that the continued or “slightly”
increased Viet Cong strength was “disquieting,” yet it announced that “the
intelligence tide has begun to run toward the government.” The report
contained all sorts of “intelligence indicators” and statistics to show how the
Viet Cong offensive capability had “diminished,” including hunger, sickness,
shortage of medical supplies and munitions, defections, number of incidents,
and last but not least, the old canard—and most corrupt statistic of all—the
increasing number of dead bodies.



The Hilsman-Forrestal report, which Kennedy saw before he heard
personally from Wheeler on February 1, said that no one really knew how
many of the 20,000 so-called Viet Cong killed in 1962 were merely innocent
villagers.822 Although their report did say that it was clear the war was going
better than it had been a year earlier, Hilsman and Forrestal said “the
negative side of the ledger is still awesome.” They said that the strength of
the Viet Cong—now listed as 23,000 hardcore soldiers—in the face of
increased government pressure was “ominous,” and that 3,000 to 4,000 had
infiltrated via the Ho Chi Minh Trail the previous year. Then came a red
flag: “Thus the conclusion seems inescapable that the Viet Cong could
continue the war effort at the present level,” they predicted, “or perhaps
increase it, even if infiltration routes were completely closed.”

Such negative statements moved them to alter the winning formula in
this way: “We are probably winning, but certainly more slowly than we had
hoped.” Then came an even more conspicuous warning:

At the rate it is now going the war will last longer than we would
like, cost more in terms of both lives and money than we
anticipated, and prolong the period in which a sudden and
dramatic event would upset the gains already made.

These were some of the most critical comments yet made directly to
Kennedy by anyone, and coming from two of his own advisors, this news
must have been troubling. Wheeler, however, had not yet had his turn.

In his meeting with Kennedy on February 1, Wheeler repeated the
claims he made in his report. In his public statement, General Wheeler
proclaimed that “politically, economically and militarily the tide is beginning
to turn in our favor.”823 The South Vietnamese Army was on the offensive,
he said, “drawing [the enemy] into combat and inflicting major losses both
in personnel and equipment.” In a February 4 memo to Kennedy, Forrestal
made this statement:

The meeting with General Wheeler on Friday was a complete
waste of your time for which I apologize. It was intended to
provide you an opportunity to initiate action on some of the
problems in South Vietnam described in the Eyes Only Annex to



Hilsman’s and my report. The rosy euphoria generated by General
Wheeler’s report made this device unworkable.824

The contradiction between Wheeler’s statements and the Hilsman-Forrestal
report, as well as Forrestal’s attack on the “rosy euphoria” about the war, led
to a flurry of cable traffic from both MACV and CINCPAC attempting to
blunt the effect of what Hilsman and Forrestal were saying. MACV called
the Hilsman-Forrestal remarks on overall planning “not relevant to the
military situation,” and said the report was reasonable but “less encouraging
than we view affairs locally.” It was necessary to “correct some impressions
and conclusions of the report which [are] due to the short time the authors
could devote to their investigation,” Harkins added. “My overall comment,”
he said, “is that improvement is a daily fact, thanks to the combined efforts
of [Vietnam] and the U.S. The success of the counterinsurgency is attainable
and we are confident of the outcome.”825

It was at this point that a new person in the Pentagon, Marine General
Victor Krulak, began to have a heavy influence on Vietnam policy. In his
February 7 report to the Special Group for Counterinsurgency (SGCI),
Krulak said he believed “real progress has been made in the struggle against
the Viet Cong since the occasion of his last visit during the summer of
1962.”826 There had been continuous improvement in intelligence; modest
gains in the economy; the morale of the South Vietnamese people was
“good” while the Viet Cong’s was “deteriorating.” Vietnamese military
operations were “moving in the right direction,” he said, “although more
urging is required by U.S. advisors to maintain this momentum.”

Krulak was not in a press conference, but a top secret meeting in
Washington, D.C. These statements suggested that he might cast his lot with
Harkins and Taylor. On the other hand, Krulak did tick off a few items that,
in his opinion, needed improvement: the MAAG and MACV should be
“drawn closer together”; reaction time for air support reduced; greater
rapport established with the Vietnamese; and, he added, “Rules of
engagement should be modified to permit U.S. helicopters to fire upon the
Viet Cong without having to wait to be fired upon.” This left no doubt that
Krulak was in favor of U.S. crews initiating combat at their own discretion.
Attorney General Robert Kennedy suggested “an early decision should be
sought as to whether or not this would be desirable.” It was decided that
Krulak would follow up on the issue.



At his March 14 presentation to the SGCI, Krulak observed that “Viet
Cong activities during the last six months have been at a level 50% less than
last year.”827 It looked like Krulak was getting ready to rubberstamp
MACV’s story again until he followed with this further comment: “It is not
known whether this means they are regrouping for a greater effort, or if their
capability has been reduced.” This comment was remarkable in that it
allowed for the possibility that a statistical indicator of Viet Cong operations,
whatever it was, said something about Viet Cong intentions instead of the
increasingly successful job that MACV was doing with the South
Vietnamese Army. Was Krulak trying to distance himself from Harkins and
Taylor? Whatever the answer, there seems to be a hint that by the middle of
March some change, however subtle, was at hand.

David Halberstam offers an intriguing analysis. At this point, not just
Krulak but even Harkins began to have doubts, but Taylor was firmly in
control. Taylor had put Harkins in Vietnam, says Halberstam, “not because
Harkins was the ablest general around, but because, far more important, he
was Taylor’s man and Taylor could control him.”828 Halberstam maintains
that, as despair developed over the conduct of the war, the following took
place:

Taylor wanted to hold the line, to keep up the appearances, to
keep from failing at what they were trying. As the struggle
continued, he kept Krulak in line, and he slowed McNamara’s
own tendency to swing over.

In this struggle, Halberstam says, the debate over information also mounted,
and Taylor was a formidable “bureaucratic player” who was “determined to
keep as much control as possible over military assessments.”

April 17-A New National Intelligence Estimate on
Vietnam
By the time the intelligence community released NIE 53-63, entitled
“Prospects in Vietnam,” the estimate had been substantially revised. “I
initiated the estimate in the fall of 1962,” recalls Hal Ford, then the head of



the Far East staff in the CIA’s Office of National Estimates (ONE).829 “There
was a lot of reluctance in the upper policy-making levels to do it,” he says.
“Why do we need one?” senior officials wanted to know. “I and other
analysts contended,” Ford says, “that both the political and military situation
was worsening.” A working-level document was available by February
1962, Ford recalls, “and the message was very grim.” The director of ONE,
Sherman Kent, got a nasty surprise when he delivered the draft to the United
States Intelligence Board (USIB), the body of intelligence agency directors
that gave final approval to estimates before publication. Kent, a historian of
French history with a Ph.D. from Yale, had not anticipated the reaction of
CIA Director McCone. Ford explains:

McCone may have had doubts about ONE because the previous
fall they had felt that the Soviets were not putting missiles into
Cuba. This may have influenced him, in this instance, four
months later, to challenge ONE’s analysis. Ironically, in the end,
McCone would come to agree with the ONE staffers.

In the USIB meeting, however, McCone did not agree. “The upper-level
policy folks were putting the best face on things,” says Ford, and McCone’s
suspicions of ONE’s analytic capabilities led him to intervene in the
outcome of this estimate.

Ford’s recollections accurately reflect the storm of opposition the
unfortunate drafters met with. In January 1963, the State Department input
to the estimate was sent to the American Embassy in Saigon for
coordination. Both Nolting and Trueheart “took exception,” Hilsman wrote
in a memo for record, “to several of the cautious, general statements”
provided by the department’s intelligence organization, INR.830 Hilsman
thought “it was hard to see exactly what specific basis there is for the
Embassy’s optimism.” As noted earlier, CIA’s own analysis in January
indicated that “the tide has not yet turned” in the war against the Viet
Cong.831 The discussion “dragged on for several weeks,” says Ford, during
which “Krulak, Forrestal, and Rostow gave us the snow job.”

“McCone ate up Sherman Kent in the USIB meeting,” Ford recounts,
“and said the NIE was overly pessimistic. This was a surprise, and it was
embarrassing for Kent.” Willard Matthias, who was in charge of this NIE,
“protested,” Ford says, but to no avail. McCone ruled against them and



“remanded the estimate,” meaning he sent it back to the drawing board. Ford
recalls that McCone directed them to “check with those who know best.”
Since the drafters had already checked with their best experts in the CIA and
the State Department, this presumably meant that they were to bring the
estimate into line with MACV’s reporting.

The optimistic NIE that finally emerged on April 17832 reached these
main conclusions:

* Although the communists had not been “grievously hurt,” their
progress had been blunted.

* The open U.S. commitment made it unlikely that North Vietnam
would attack or introduce “military units into the South in an
effort to win a quick victory.”

* The Viet Cong could be contained and further progress made in
expanding government control and security in the countryside.

* There was “some promise of resolving political weaknesses.”

This political forecast was tempered by the statement that the regime’s
capacity to bring this about was “questionable,” and the optimistic military
forecast was restrained by the comment that decisive battles lay ahead and
that the situation “remains fragile.”

When the Vietnamese political situation exploded—a week after the
publication of this estimate—and the truth about the war effort eventually
bubbled to the surface, McCone was the one who was embarrassed. He “said
he was wrong,” recalls Ford, “and apologized.” The DCI promised that he
“wouldn’t intervene like that again.” For the time being, however, the fiction
of a winnable war remained precariously perched on the untenable
foundation of MACV’s reporting and Harkins’ scintillating presentations to
McNamara.

The Eighth SECDEF Conference
The briefing reports at this May 6 conference once again “confirmed
gratifying progress in the military situation.”833 The minutes indicate
Harkins “discussed the overall progress that had been made since the last
meeting and conveyed the feeling of optimism that all elements of the



Country Team now have.”834 This time he did not offer a date for when the
insurgency would be broken and said the struggle would be protracted; but,
he declared “we are certainly on the right track and … we are winning the
war in Vietnam.”

After a discussion of several topics concerning weapons, the medical
program, and loudspeakers used to encourage Viet Cong defections,
Trueheart reported on the Strategic Hamlet Program. He said the program
was going “very well” except in the IV Corps—southern Delta—area. In that
area he identified these problems: the people were more spread out; some
hamlets were one house wide and five miles long beside canals; there were
more Viet Cong in the area; and the people were more generally hostile to
the government. No one seemed to have much to add to this; to have done so
would have moved into distinctly unpleasant realities.

The conference minutes contain the following single sentence on how
Harkins dispensed with border problems: “General Harkins stated that as
long as we have Laos and Cambodia there will be border problems.” With
that, Harkins moved on to the outlook for the future. On this topic he had
just two things to say. First, in his opinion “some of our recent setbacks had
been due to people dropping their guard.” This was undoubtedly his vague
way of referring to the defeat at Ap Bac, implying that the South Vietnamese
Army had simply been standing in the middle of the boxing ring and hadn’t
heard the bell when it rang for the next round. This was “natural,” Harkins
said, “when things are going well, and it is something we have to watch.”
Incredibly, what Harkins was saying about the military problem was this: the
government was so far ahead of the communists that vigilance against
overconfidence had become necessary.

The discussion turned to the Comprehensive Plan for South Vietnam
(CPSVN), which McNamara had called for at the sixth SECDEF conference
in July 1962. In general, the secretary felt the plan assumed an unrealistically
high force level for the South Vietnamese armed forces and assigned them
overly expensive equipment that was too complicated to operate and
maintain.835 McNamara then said that the plan’s phase-out of U.S. forces
was “too slow” and he wanted it revised. He directed that the plan had to
reflect a faster American withdrawal from Vietnam and to accelerate training
programs in order to speed up replacement of U.S. units by South
Vietnamese units “as fast as possible.” The conference record indicates the
following discussion then ensued:



The secretary stated that we should have a plan for phasing out
U.S. personnel; as the situation improves we should phase down
our effort. The secretary also stated that the last category of
personnel he would take out would be advisors. He still desires
that we lay down a plan to have the [South Vietnamese military]
take over some functions this year so that we can take out 1,000
or so personnel late this year if the situation allows.

McNamara then asked that concrete plans be drawn up for the 1,000-man
withdrawal.836 The 1,000-man withdrawal would turn into a contentious
issue in October, and ultimately, years later, would become a point of
considerable controversy after it was later leaked to the New York Times by
Daniel Ellsberg.

There was a brief but fascinating discussion of press relations. The
conference record states: “It was pointed out that we have a problem if U.S.
personnel talk too much or refuse to talk to the press at all.” Then a decision
was rendered: the “only” way to improve this was “better indoctrination”—
presumably of U.S. personnel, not reporters. (The use of the word
“indoctrination” here did not signify being briefed for access to classified
information—a common usage of the term in the government.) It is most
unpleasant today to realize how alien and intricate MACV’s story of the war
had become by the summer of 1963. It had become so complex and so far
removed from reality that a person espousing it required intense
indoctrination in order to conduct a problem-free conversation with a
member of the press.

Blowing the Whistle in Washington
“Harkins threw him out of the theater,” General Westmoreland later said of
John Vann’s departure from Vietnam in April 1963.837 Westmoreland said
Vann had been too critical of Harkins’ optimistic assessments of Dinh Tuong
Province in the Delta, which was “about 90 percent Viet Cong controlled.”
Vann had been critical of much more in his April 1 “Senior Advisor’s Final
Report.”838 His charges against the Strategic Hamlet Program were serious:
where hamlets had been built there had been a failure to adhere to the “oil
spot” principle—putting them in a “priority area” cleared by the army and



then turned over to the paramilitary forces so the regular army could expand
the area. This failure had already caused a “marked reduction” in offensive
army operations in areas where hamlets were being built. Therefore, the
planned construction of 2,400 new hamlets might “precipitate a communist
victory” because it would “so fragment our effort as to lose an offensive
capability, and eventually create 2,400 islands of resistance, no one of which
will be able to resist an attack by the regular Viet Cong.”

Operations in his zone, when conducted, Vann said, were no more than
“walks in the sun” or “safari operations,” in which “troops and helicopter
support have been wasted.” Plans were either inadequate tactically or
deliberately rigged with “advanced knowledge that the operational area was
devoid of Viet Cong. Vann said that this had gone on for the previous six
months, while highly reliable intelligence and lucrative Viet Cong areas
were ignored.” Vann revealed a percentage breakdown for the previous six
months of how three mobile battalions in his zone had spent their time:
training, 3 percent; combat, 13 percent; preparation for or cleanup after
operations, 10 percent; and other activities “(primarily resting),” 74 percent.

Vann should not have been too surprised, then, to find out in June,
when he arrived in Washington, that his report had been “pigeonholed by
MACV.”839 The same fate befell Porter’s less devastating but nevertheless
critical final end-of-tour report. Undeterred, Vann came up with a plan to
blow the whistle on Harkins. He would put together a briefing, complete
with slides and charts that would exceed even his final report in its assault on
Harkins. Vann’s new job in the Pentagon, devising financing and
procurement procedures for Special Forces counterinsurgency missions, left
him plenty of spare time to put his briefing together. He began, in late May,
to interview hundreds of Army officers, and by the end of June had polished
the spear he intended to thrust into the heart of the false story of the war
emanating from MACV.

Vann’s briefing840 was extremely damaging to MACV and to Harkins
personally, because it exposed how far from reality Harkins’ performances
for McNamara had been. In the briefing, Vann charged that the numbers of
enemy reported killed were “highly misleading,” and he provided an
estimate made by “over 200 advisors in the field” to back up this charge:

We estimate … that the total number of people killed was less
than two-thirds of those claimed. Additionally, we estimate from



30 to 40% of the personnel killed were merely bystanders who
were unfortunate enough to be in the vicinity of combat action.

This meant, roughly, that for every three Viet Cong soldiers MACV claimed
had been killed in action, one was really a Viet Cong, one did not exist, and
the third was an innocent bystander.

The cause of these horrific circumstances was even worse: The South
Vietnamese Army was not being sent into combat. “The fact is,” said Vann,
that “these figures point out the major combat deficiency” of the refusal “on
the part of Vietnamese commanders to have their troops close with and kill
the enemy.” Casualties in South Vietnamese Army units were low, Vann
declared, only because their commanders used “air, artillery, and long range
crew served weapons to kill the enemy rather than rifles.” This practice was
unjustified by the available intelligence, Vann said, adding, “Guerilla
warfare requires the utmost discrimination in killing. Every time we killed
an innocent person we lost ground in our battle to win the people.” It was a
frank and biting report of wasteful and fraudulent South Vietnamese
operations while the carnage in the countryside slowly frittered away the
support of the peasants to the communists.

Vann took his case to Army Lieutenant General Barksdale Hamlett, the
Deputy Chief of Staff for Operations (DCSOPS). Hamlett was sympathetic
and open-minded. He already felt that “the people that were going over there
from the JCS staff” were “really looking through rose tinted glasses,” and
consequently “we … weren’t getting the story that we should have been
getting about some of the things that happened over there.”841 Hamlett
realized that “Vann had a lot to say about what was going on inside Vietnam
which was completely counter to the reports we were receiving through JCS
channels.” What Vann had to say was “so different,” Hamlett recalls, “that I
wanted him to brief the chiefs.” Hamlett recounts what happened next:

I asked [Vann] if he would and he said he would love to, and so I
went to General Taylor who was the chairman and talked to him
about Vann and some of the things that he was talking about. And
Taylor sort of pooh-poohed the whole idea.



Apparently, Taylor agreed to see Vann alone, but Hamlett set up a Vann
briefing for the chiefs on July 8 anyway. Hamlett’s insistence that the chiefs
hear Vann’s presentation “almost got me into trouble” with Taylor, he
recalled.

The day of the briefing arrived, and General Krulak—the person in
charge of guerrilla warfare on the JCS staff—requested a copy of Vann’s
briefing. Krulak had just returned from Vietnam and his trip report parroted
the rosy picture of the war touted by Harkins and Taylor. Vann, correctly
surmising that Krulak would intercede with Taylor, stalled for as long as
possible—until just four hours before his scheduled brief to the Joint Chiefs
—before giving Krulak a copy of his report.842 In this particular case,
however, that was all the time in the world. Krulak was waiting and so was
Taylor, who canceled Vann’s JCS briefing one hour later. The Army Chief of
Staff, General Wheeler, was disappointed at the cancellation, and contacted
Lansdale (now working on South American affairs) to see if an end run
could be made around Taylor to Gilpatric or McNamara.

Lansdale said that “if a chief couldn’t get a debrief on the JCS agenda”
he didn’t see how he could, but he agreed to try anyway. In a letter to
Hangin’ Sam Williams, Lansdale recalled what happened then:

I got the military assistants to McNamara and Gilpatric, along
with Jim Kent and my own staff, in for a private session with
Vann. I told him that he should stick to things he knew first-hand,
and delete his gossip about what he’d heard was going on in
Saigon. Then we all tried to crash the barriers of getting him in
for even ten minutes with the top folks. No dice.843

Lansdale then explained to Williams what he thought was behind Taylor’s
suppression of the Vann report. Lansdale explained that “this sort of
censorship” had also been applied to “messages” from Vietnam, meaning
that officers who had tried to send reports from Vietnam that did not confirm
the cover erected by Harkins found their messages similarly blocked.
Lansdale later offered this revealing insight:

The only inference I can draw is that one hell of a lot was being
covered up by a handful of U.S. officials by the summer of 1963.



Taylor, Alex Johnson, and Sullivan, the team now in Saigon, were
all in on this cover-up. I figure they made the bed they are now
lying in, and it is costing our national security sorely.

Lansdale’s view complements nicely the outline Burris gave LBJ about the
Taylor-Harkins link and the “tailoring” of facts and figures in Saigon. “If
there ever is a witch-hunt over the loss of [Vietnam],” Lansdale concluded,
“I think there are some of us who would welcome the battle.”

The Deepening Web of Deception
By the spring of 1963, Taylor had become progressively more involved in
helping Harkins maintain the fiction of battlefield success. In this effort
whose purpose did Taylor serve? There is hard evidence that, by this time,
Kennedy knew his earlier confidence in this success story “was misplaced.”
The president had become aware that the intelligence upon which the
optimistic judgments were based was “not very sound.”844 There is also
evidence that he felt that the deepening American commitment was a
mistake. At the end of 1962, Kennedy had invited Senator Mike Mansfield
to go to Vietnam and assess the situation. The senator returned with a
gloomy report and charged that Kennedy’s military commitment was leading
to the unenviable position the French had been in. Mansfield recommended
withdrawing U.S. troops. White House aide Kenneth O’Donnell recalls
Kennedy’s reaction:

The president was too disturbed by the Senator’s unexpected
argument to reply to it. He said to me later when we talked about
the discussion, “I got angry with Mike for disagreeing with our
policy so completely, and I got angry with myself because I found
myself agreeing with him.”845

Moreover, by March 1963, a new pattern of contradiction emerged in which
the president’s public comments began to conflict with the statements he
made in confidence to a few trusted associates.

When those in whom the president had privately confided his true
intentions went on record years later to tell the public what Kennedy had



said, it was clear that he had excluded his Secretary of State, Dean Rusk,
from this privileged circle. For a while, McNamara remained an enigma
because of his silence on the war—until the publication of his memoir, In
Retrospect, in 1995. But the weight of the evidence and the secretary’s
actions in the last several SECDEF meetings, strongly suggests that
Kennedy and McNamara were working together on a secret withdrawal
strategy no later than early 1963. Taylor, however, did not keep silent. The
fact is that not one word in his later memoirs and in all of his public
comments suggests that the president confided his ultimate plans to him until
the very last minute.

In the view of this author, by March 1963, Kennedy had figured out—
exactly when is unclear—that the success story was a deception. The reader
will recall the dark picture of the war that his advisors had painted at the end
of 1961, and its replacement with the success story in early 1962; and then
the uproar that ensued in April of that year, when Kennedy let slip (in a
White House meeting) a comment about seizing a favorable moment to
reduce the American commitment in Vietnam. The context of that debate,
sparked by John Galbraith’s suggestion for a political solution in Vietnam,
had led the Joint Chiefs to charge that such action would amount to a
“reversal of policy.” At that time, the picture of the war MACV presented to
McNamara was one of gradual success but one in which more aircraft,
equipment, and men were always needed to get the job done. The carefully
managed story of success both forestalled the notion that the situation was
desperate enough to warrant a Laotian-type political solution, and justified
the further expansion and intensification of the “winning” U.S. effort.

By the fall of 1962, the deception was working, and Kennedy, like
McNamara, had come to believe the perception delivered by the
uninterrupted string of false reports emanating from Vietnam. Kennedy,
however, had to notice when the military myth was shaken by Bowles and
Mendenhall in late 1962,846 and Mansfield’s critical comments about the
deepening vortex of military commitments at the end of the year surely
nurtured the seeds of doubt about MACV’s reporting. When the drama of the
Wheeler versus Hilsman-Forrestal match ended up in his office in February
1963, the implication that the story of success was untrue could no longer be
overlooked. Just how unreal the myth of success was can be seen from this
remarkable tabulation of the loss figures MACV itself had developed for
1962:847



TOTAL LOSSES FOR 1962: GOVERNMENT VERSUS VIET CONG:

The government forces actually experienced greater total losses than the Viet
Cong. Moreover, as Burris had told Vice President Johnson, the desertion
problem in Diem’s army was deeply troubling. Such a disturbing
presentation, of course, was never made at a SECDEF conference, and these
figures were not put together until June 1964. However, when Harkins
claimed in January 1963 that more than 30,000 Viet Cong had been killed
during the previous year, the shocking revelation that their forces had grown
anyway—which was discovered by Hilsman and Forrestal and concurred in
by the CIA—destroyed the statistical illusion of success.

Kennedy’s program was a failure—in his heart he must have known
that. Hearing it put so bluntly by Mansfield angered him, but this may have
helped him face up to the fact that he was trapped. Kennedy decided,
probably in February or March 1963, to get out of Vietnam even if it meant
the war would be lost. At this time, a new element emerged in the
withdrawal plan that McNamara had been working on since the previous
year: pulling out 1,000 men during the election campaign of 1964.

When McNamara began talking about a 1,000-man withdrawal in April
1963, it is most likely that the secret agreement he had made with Kennedy
was already in effect. According to Daniel Ellsberg, that agreement—which
McNamara did not reveal until he told a trusted subordinate about it in the
spring of 1964—was that they would get out of Vietnam after the election in
1964.848 A remark made by McGeorge Bundy in an interview with the
author supports Ellsberg’s claim. Bundy said this about the 1,000-man
withdrawal:

I remember it as very much coming out of a conversation that was
quite closely held between Kennedy and McNamara. And what
they meant by it beyond what they said, which was not very
much, I honestly don’t know.849



Kennedy did not make the mistake he had made in April 1962: talking too
freely about his real intentions with respect to the war in Vietnam.

It would appear that Taylor was not, at this point, involved in what
Kennedy and McNamara were planning. Why was this so? Kennedy realized
that the story of success was a deception and had decided to engage in a
deception of his own. The reader will recall that Kennedy planted bogus
stories in the newspapers before the 1961 Taylor trip, and again afterward to
counter the troop recommendation that Taylor had delivered. By the spring
of 1963, Taylor had become an integral part of maintaining the fiction of
success, and it would appear that Kennedy decided not to interfere with the
General’s efforts but to use them to his own advantage. Kennedy decided to
use Taylor’s and Harkins’ reports of battlefield success to justify the
beginning of the withdrawal he was planning. It is likely, in the view of this
author, that JFK’s view of Taylor was not as positive in the fall of 1963 as it
had been in the spring of 1961.

Kennedy would keep his withdrawal plan a closely guarded secret but,
by March 1963, he was determined not only to withdraw—come what may
—after 1964, but, if possible, to take a clear step in that direction during the
presidential campaign as well: the 1,000-man withdrawal. One of the few
people he did confide in at this time, Senator Mansfield—a critic of
Kennedy’s Vietnam policy—found out why it had to be kept a secret.
Kennedy’s aide, O’Donnell, recounts what Kennedy told Mansfield:

Later the president asked me to invite Mansfield to his office for a
private talk on the problem. I sat in on part of the discussion. The
president told Mansfield that he had been having second thoughts
about Mansfield’s argument and that he now agreed with the
Senator’s thinking on the need for a complete military withdrawal
from Vietnam. “But I can’t do it until 1965—after I’m reelected,”
Kennedy told Mansfield. President Kennedy explained, and
Mansfield agreed with him, that if he announced a withdrawal of
American military personnel from Vietnam before the 1964
election, there would be a wild conservative outcry against
returning him to the presidency for a second term.850

It is obvious from this that Kennedy feared the political repercussions that
would ensue if his real intentions became known to the wrong people. That



he had no illusions about the consequences of a withdrawal is evident from
what he told O’Donnell later:

After Mansfield left the office, the president said to me, “In 1965,
I’ll become one of the most unpopular presidents in history. I’ll be
damned everywhere as a communist appeaser. But I don’t care. If
I tried to pull out completely now from Vietnam, we would have
another Joe McCarthy scare on our hands, but I can do it after I’m
reelected. So we had better make damned sure that I am
reelected.”851

This makes it abundantly clear that Kennedy knew the war was a lost cause,
and that his problem was how to disguise his intentions until after the
election.

How did Kennedy do that? The answer is evident from his March 6
press conference. A reporter noted that Senator Mansfield had recommended
a reduction in U.S. aid to the Far East and asked the president to comment.
This is what he said:

I don’t see how we are going to be able, unless we are going to
pull out of Southeast Asia and turn it over to the communists,
how we are going to be able to reduce very much our economic
programs and military programs in South Vietnam, in Cambodia,
in Thailand.

I think that unless you want to withdraw from the field and
decide that it is in the national interest to permit that area to
collapse, I would think that it would be impossible to
substantially change it particularly as we are in a very intensive
struggle in those areas.

So I think we ought to judge the economic burden it places
upon us as opposed to having the communists control all of
Southeast Asia, with the inevitable effect this would have on the
security of India and, therefore, really begin to run perhaps all the
way toward the Middle East. So I think that while we would all
like to lighten the burden, I don’t see any real prospect of the
burden being lightened for the U.S. in Southeast Asia in the next



year if we are going to do the job and meet what I think are very
clear national needs.852

To the advocates of intervention and Kennedy’s political opponents alike,
this sounded like a forceful statement against withdrawal.

In all the years since Kennedy made those public remarks, and in
private disclosed his true intent to Mansfield, O’Donnell, and Morse, no
major work on the war has attempted to analyze both of sets of statements
and explain the contradiction between the two. Some seize on the Mansfield
exchange to defend Kennedy against the charge that he would have done
what Johnson did later, while others seize on this and subsequent press
conference statements to make the opposite case. The fact that what
Kennedy said at the press conference is so diametrically opposed to what he
told Mansfield in secret makes it reasonable to ask: is there a possibility that
O’Donnell was wrong—that he somehow misunderstood what the president
said?

In 1975, Mansfield confirmed the story to Jack Anderson, saying that
Kennedy had “definitely and unequivocally” made the decision, and that the
withdrawal would be gradual.853 In 1978, he provided even more details,
which confirmed O’Donnell’s account:

[Kennedy] called me down and said he had changed his mind and
that he wanted to begin withdrawing troops beginning the first of
the following year, that would be in January 1964. He was
unhappy about the situation which had developed there and felt
that even then with 16,000 troops we were in too deep. … He was
very concerned, I believe, mortified at how far we’d gone in.854

Because there is no doubt that Kennedy made these confidential remarks, his
public and private comments must therefore be considered side by side.
Neither view, by itself, is the key to the puzzle. Only when both pieces are
put into place does the purpose for his remarks at these press conferences
become clear. They were calculated to throw off his political opponents and
the supporters of massive U.S. intervention.

It is significant that Kennedy confided in McNamara, Mansfield,
Morse, and O’Donnell, but not in his Secretary of State. “I had hundreds of



talks with President Kennedy,” Rusk recalled later, “and on no single
occasion did he ever express to me any ideas on that line.”855 Rusk
apparently never considered the unflattering possibility that Kennedy did not
trust him enough to tell him the truth. When Rusk found out about the
Mansfield conversation years later, he refused to accept its validity, adding,
“And I am not suggesting at all that Senator Mansfield was untruthful.”
Kennedy liked to “chew the fat and gossip,” Rusk offered, and said the
implication of the Mansfield story was that Kennedy would “leave
Americans in uniform in a combat situation for domestic political purposes,
and no president can do that.” Rusk was wrong about Kennedy’s intent to
withdraw. The secretary Rusk was simply out of the loop. His comment that
such a plan would have been playing politics with the war found support
from Ellsberg, who believed Kennedy intended to withdraw and charged that
he had been willing to keep on bombing “for a couple of more years in order
to get through the election.”856

Arthur Schlesinger defended Kennedy’s decision to hide his plans in
this way:

In any event, would it have been better to have lost in 1964 to a
presidential candidate who agreed with General Curtis LeMay
that North Vietnam should be bombed back to the Stone Age?857

Whether or not one agrees with Schlesinger’s justification, there is no doubt
in this author’s mind that Kennedy had decided to withdraw from what he
knew to be a losing situation and to keep this decision a secret so that he
could get reelected.

What is particularly striking about Kennedy’s behavior is the length to
which he went to disguise his intent, and the way in which he used the story
of success—a fiction for which he had been the target—against its
perpetrators. Until this point, the deception had functioned this way: the
deepening American involvement had led to greater success in the war, but
there was still no light as yet at the end of the tunnel. Kennedy parroted
exactly that line on March 6, 1963, and began planning his disengagement
based on that same deception of success. He assumed that this position
would enable him to start the limited withdrawal he needed during the
campaign, while if and when the battlefield deterioration could no longer



remain hidden, he could claim he had been misled by incorrect reports on the
war and undermined by President Diem.

This was a risky game to play, for it depended on keeping his
opponents off guard by talking only of withdrawal in the context of victory
while simultaneously laying the groundwork for withdrawal in a losing
scenario. As risky and duplicitous as the president’s plan was, he must have
believed it was the only way to extricate the United States from the
quagmire in Vietnam. In March 1963, it appeared that he might be able to
steer this tricky course and that his problem would not arise until after the
election. Unfortunately for the president’s plan, the situation in Vietnam
would not hold until the next American election, for it was about to take a
sudden and violent turn for the worse.
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Chapter 17

Brothers and Buddhists

The Strategic Failure of the Hamlet Program
he Strategic Hamlet Program was “spottily” continuing, the June 1962
USARPAC Intelligence Bulletin said, and was “poorly coordinated.”858

The CIA reported on July 13 that a “major weakness” of the program was its
“hit-and-miss construction” and “insufficient integration [of] hamlet
defenses into overall district and provincial security plans.”859 Intelligence
in December began to accumulate bearing out these early pessimistic
observations. “Despite some of the glowing strategic hamlet progress
reports,” said the December 1962 USARPAC Intelligence Bulletin, “there is
evidence that all is not well.”860 U.S. intelligence sources had gained
possession of a report from a “high provincial figure” that suggested the
program was largely fraudulent. The official indicated that provincial
officials from central Vietnam had reported in September that they had
completed over 250 strategic hamlets, but only four actually existed and only
one of those met most of the requirements for a strategic hamlet. The other
hamlets listed, he said, met only one or more of the requirements, such as a
fenced perimeter. The official added, “Provincial officials would protect one
another,” and visitors were only shown what local officials wanted them to
see.

The same problems existed in the Delta, where most of South
Vietnam’s population lived. For example, as of March 1, in the seven
provinces which compromised the 41st Division Tactical Area, the
Vietnamese reported 950 of the planned 2,424 strategic hamlets had been
completed. Vann stated:



The Americans did not agree with this figure. We considered only
250 of the hamlets as meeting the criteria for being complete. So
the first deficiency that existed were the people who were
measuring progress by the degree of completion of the Strategic
Hamlet Program accepting the Vietnamese statistics.861

There were far greater deficiencies than false statistics. One was corruption,
and Vann had pretty strong views about that subject:

We have documented evidence of graft and corruption and have
sent them in to MACV. [I] have presented briefings on them. I
know that one of them even resulted in a letter from General
Harkins asking that a province chief be investigated. … I believe
the ambassador attempted to get this province chief removed.862

This province chief, said Vann, was selling promotions and had a
nonexistent Self Defense Corps troop on his payroll whose money went into
the chief’s pocket. There were just “countless things along this line,” Vann
said, that were well known.

Even worse than the corruption was the fact that, in many areas, there
were no provisions to clear the area of Viet Cong before proceeding with
hamlet construction. Hamlets were built willy-nilly, instead of starting in one
area and gradually expanding—which had been the original “strategic”
concept of growing “ink blots” in the first place. “So in our zone … we were
establishing … islands of resistance and not clearing any single area, and not
clearing the area between hamlets,” Vann explained.863

Since troops had to be used to defend the hamlets, the scattershot
pattern of their construction, besides drawing off troops which were already
in short supply, weakened the disposition of military power in the
countryside. In one province, Vann recalled, offensive operations had been
curtailed by 75 percent before the program was one-fourth complete because
“troops which had been available for offensive actions had been placed into
the strategic hamlets as they were built in order to establish security for
them.” This left the Viet Cong free, as Vann pointed out, to “pick out any
hamlet they want and gobble it up any time they want to.”864



“We recently bombed a strategic hamlet by mistake,” Chalmers Wood,
director of the Vietnam working group, wrote in a February 28 memo to
Harriman.865 Five thousand of these hamlets had been built and almost 60
percent of South Vietnam’s rural population put inside of them. The Viet
Cong had attacked nine and entered five during the week of February 13—
20, Wood added. These attacks were mild, however, compared to the terror
the Viet Cong would shortly unleash—as John Vann had predicted—on these
vulnerable little camps. On March 14, Colonel Serong, the senior Australian
advisor in Vietnam, wrote this to General Harkins:

The presently successful Strategic Hamlet Program, if continued
on current lines (and there is no suggestion to the contrary), will
unbalance our overall strategy, and create a situation favorable to
the VC, who are now preparing for a long war. … The strategic
aim is in jeopardy. A modification of the plan is necessary.866

The haphazard construction of these hamlets and the problems of defending
and administering them, which had been pointed out by the CIA the previous
summer and since then by nearly everyone who saw them, still had not been
rectified as the summer of 1963 approached. Even a State Department paper,
written at the unclassified level to publicly praise the program’s success said,
“The physical defenses of strategic hamlets admittedly vary in quality and,
in some cases, leave much to be desired.”867

Meanwhile, at the secret level, there was a much darker side to the
story. According to the Director of the American Operations Mission in
Vietnam at the time, Joseph Brent, the local officials who were in charge of
the program felt unable to carry it out “without using methods sure to
alienate the population whose support is its real objective.”868 Brent related
this experience:

I have accompanied the Minister of Interior, for instance, on visits
to hamlets where he praised the Province Chief for having moved
the population without expense to the government, but where I
found out later the Province Chief was obliged, because of
popular discontent, to use two companies of Civil Guard to keep



the people in the hamlets. This continues up to the present to be
the main approach of the central government.

This had to be changed, said Brent, otherwise the province chiefs were
forced into “actions surely destructive to the program.”

This picture was pretty well papered over by Krulak, who went to
Vietnam in late June 1963 and returned in early July to report, “The people
have come willingly—in some cases having sent deputies to request the
development of a hamlet.”869 However, even Colby, who believed that if the
hamlet program had been properly implemented the war might have turned
out differently, concedes there were gross errors, and that many people were
involuntarily displaced—especially in the Delta region.870 Colby, in this
author’s view, is probably right, but there can be no doubt that moving the
peasants was an unmitigated disaster and a fatal flaw in the program. As
noted earlier, Diem was adamant about resettling the peasants, and it is
therefore doubtful whether the program could have succeeded under his
regime.

The forced resettlement of the peasants was another significant factor,
like indiscriminate bombing and artillery shelling, which helped turn the
population against the government. For centuries the village had been the
basic political unit in Vietnam, and each village was tied to a physical
location due to the cultural and religious nature of the society. The vast
majority of South Vietnamese peasants were devout ancestor worshippers,
and the most fundamental aspect of their creed and the rites they practiced
was the land where their ancestors were buried. Moving these peasants to
new locations destroyed the political order and stability of the countryside
and the very basis of the peasant’s values along with it. The destruction of
the peasant’s identity and value system was the first—and most difficult—
prerequisite for extending communist control among the billions of peasants
in China. The failures of the Strategic Hamlet Program represent one more
of the war’s great ironies—that American money and power made the
Vietnamese countryside ripe for revolution, and at a pace much faster than
the Viet Cong, if left to their own devices, could ever have dreamed of.

While Diem’s brother Nhu presided over this misguided tragedy in the
countryside, two more brothers of Diem unleashed a tidal wave that swept
through Vietnam’s major cities and destroyed all vestiges of support for the
government there. The calamity that resulted was truly a family affair.



Two Brothers in Hue
When Diem returned to Vietnam in 1954, the only people who showed up to
greet him at the airport were Catholics.871 When one million, predominantly
Catholic, refugees fled from North to South Vietnam after the French defeat
that same year, Diem, also a Catholic, gave these refugees preferential
treatment. Diem saw in them a quick way to insert people loyal to himself
into all key civilian and military positions as he built South Vietnam’s
central and provincial power structures.872 In other areas, especially land
redistribution, export-import licenses, and government employment, these
northern Catholics profited at the expense of the majority Buddhist
population. The Catholic Church enjoyed a special legal status and its
primate, Archbishop of Hue, Ngo Dinh Thuc, was another of Diem’s
brothers. In April 1963, Thuc indulged in officially encouraged celebrations
commemorating the twenty-fifth anniversary of his own ordination. Papal
flags were flying everywhere. Then, the Hue government, the personal
fiefdom of another of Diem’s brothers, Ngo Dink Can, ordered the
enforcement of an obsolete law against the public display of religious flags
—just days before the festival for Buddha’s birthday. Such religious
discrimination, which was not new in Vietnam, was sufficiently distasteful
on this occasion to backfire. This, in turn, ignited an explosion that even
Harkins could not help but notice.

When the Buddhists flew their flags anyway in a rally to commemorate
Buddha’s birthday, and then defied a request to disperse, the Catholic deputy
province chief ordered his troops to fire on the crowd (on May 8). When the
smoke cleared the next morning, the U.S. Consul in Hue, John Helbe,
reported seven dead, including two children crushed by armored vehicles,
and fifteen injured.873 The Diem government’s lies that a Viet Cong agent
had thrown a grenade into the crowd and the victims had been crushed in a
stampede were issued as an official report. That report fooled the oblivious
American Ambassador, who, to this day, says it was “objective, accurate and
fair.”874 Nolting says that, at the time, he felt “the immediate crisis had
passed” and so he left with his family for a sailing vacation near Greece.

The government’s report, however, was undermined after Nolting left,
when neutral observers produced films showing government troops firing on
the crowd.875 Within the U.S. administration it was no secret that Diem’s
regime was lying. A June 3 CIA report confirmed “the weight of evidence



indicating that government cannon fire caused the deaths” at the Hue
rally.876 Saving face, a central characteristic of the sociopathic Mandarin
psyche, led Diem to cling to his false story and further inflame the crisis.
Thousands of Buddhists swarmed into the streets to demonstrate. The
Buddhist clergy quickly organized and levied a list of demands on Diem,
including the right to fly Buddhist flags and legal equality with the Catholic
Church. Despite U.S. urging to make peace, Diem obstinately dragged his
feet, and the CIA concluded that his incompetent handling of the situation
had “permitted a localized incident in Hue to grow into a potential political
crisis.”

Hunger strikes and mass demonstrations grew toward the end of May,
and events during the first three days of June in Quang Tri and Hue escalated
the crisis to new heights. Government soldiers used tear gas on the Buddhist
demonstrators in Quang Tri all three days. On June 4, MACV filed this
report about what happed in Hue the previous day:

Soldiers threw glass ampoules at people; ampoule approximately
2 inches in diameter, 4 ½ inches long; liquid contents brownish
red color. Incident resulted in 63 casualties hospitalized with
blisters. Rumors of deaths, however, not repeat not confirmed by
hospital. Tear gas (CN) was also used in this incident. Two
ampoules containing agent have been recovered and are being
flown to Saigon.877

On June 3, MACV estimated 1,000 people, “mixed men, women and
children,” were gassed and reported three “unconfirmed” deaths.878 Consul
Helbe “had himself observed blistering on victims” and the “fact that some
appeared [to] be having respiratory difficulties.” A June 4 cable from Deputy
Chief of Mission Trueheart, added, “These were symptoms which could be
associated with mustard gas.”879

Although it is not clear what happened to the two glass ampoules, later
tests conducted by U.S. Army chemists in Maryland reported—“from
samples supplied”—that the substance was “a tear gas of the type used by
the French during World War I.”880 Whether mustard or ancient tear gas,
however, the repression at Hue created an enormous problem for American
policy in Vietnam—including Kennedy’s still secret withdrawal plan.



Trueheart immediately approached Thuan and told him that U.S. support for
the government “could not be maintained in [the] face of bloody repressive
action at Hue.”881

Buddhist demonstration, South Vietnam, 1963.



Bonze committing suicide by fire.

Battle of the Bonzes
On June 4, an inter-ministerial committee headed by Vice President Nguyen
Ngol Tho was formed to resolve the religious issue. However, this
government gesture was too little and too late, as large portions of the
population had already rallied to the Buddhists. Madame Nhu, the crude
outspoken wife of Diem’s brother Nhu, was apparently enjoying the
Buddhist ordeal. Like most psychopaths, she seemed to delight at poking
around sadistically in the festering wound that had opened. She exacerbated
the problem on June 8 by claiming that the Buddhists had been infiltrated by
communists. On June 11, when Thich Quang Duc shocked the world and
electrified South Vietnam by becoming the first monk to burn himself to
death, Madame Nhu, “with seeming glee,”882 described the immolation as a
“barbecue,” and said that if the Buddhists wanted to have another one, “I
will be glad to supply the gasoline.”883 “Let them burn, and we shall clap
our hands,” she said.884

The U.S. intensified its already considerable pressure on the
government to mollify the Buddhists. “In our judgment the Buddhist



situation is dangerously near the breaking point,” said a June 11 State cable
to Trueheart, who was acting in Nolting’s absence.885 The cable was
extraordinary because it told Trueheart to demand that Diem “fully and
unequivocally” meet the Buddhist’s demands. This had to “be done in a
public and dramatic fashion,” the cable said, “if confidence is to be
restored.” The cable ended with this warning: “If Diem does not take prompt
and effective steps to reestablish Buddhist confidence in him, we will have
to reexamine our entire relationship with his regime.”

Trueheart, who Nolting later said, disparagingly, “carried out his
instructions with a vengeance,”886 lost no time in delivering this message to
Diem. The next day he showed Diem a “paper” based on the June 11 State
Department cable. Afterward, Trueheart reported that it was “very strong
medicine and will be hard for Diem to take. I would not care to predict the
outcome.”887

Unaware that this action had been taken, Kennedy read about it for the
first time the following morning in the daily CIA President’s Intelligence
Checklist. A memorandum for the record prepared in the White House that
day said the president had noticed that Diem had been threatened with a
formal statement of disassociation. Kennedy directed that absolutely no
further threats and formal statements be made to Diem out his personal
approval.888

The president was upset that events in Vietnam had so suddenly and
unexpectedly careened out of control. Nothing Kennedy had been told by his
advisors had prepared him for this breakdown in Vietnam. “How could this
have happened?” he asked Forrestal. “Who are these people?” he inquired of
the Buddhists in apparent bewilderment and irritation. “Why didn’t we know
about them before?”889

Because Nolting had been too soft with Diem, and so out of touch that
he had taken an extended vacation in the middle of this crisis, Kennedy
decided that week to replace him with Henry Cabot Lodge.890 In the
meantime, on June 14, with Nolting still sailing in the Aegean, the State
Department sent a message to Trueheart.891 The cable, drafted by Wood and
cleared by Hilsman and Harriman, made reference to a plan drafted by
Vietnam Working Group Director Chalmers Wood. The plan had been
approved by Nolting on the day he left on vacation—May 23—and by
Kennedy on June 6, for a contingency in case there was a change of
government in Saigon.892 The cable said that if Diem could not continue as



president due to “internal political circumstances (in which the U.S. would
play no part) then Vice President Tho would be the constitutional successor.
The cable said the Department wanted Tho to know this and also that “we
would assume he would need military support.” The “present precarious
situation,” it said, seemed to make it “worthwhile to run the risk” of telling
Tho, and Trueheart was also given permission to say this “directly to Diem.”
Trueheart was then given these additional instructions:

Suggest you consider steps [to] gradually increase covert and
overt contacts with non-supporters of GVN. In present situation
this should only be done if you feel our (overt or covert) contacts
with those who might play major roles in [the] event of [a] coup
are now inadequate.

This was far from an instruction to encourage a coup—that would come in
August—but it serves as a useful baseline for when the State Department
began seriously looking for coup prospects. On June 16, Trueheart replied,
“We have all the lines out that we know how to put out and have had for
some days.”893

On June 14, Trueheart had cabled Washington that an accommodation
with the Buddhists was imminent.894 On the 16th, however, when a joint
government-Buddhist communique was released outlining the elements of a
settlement, no responsibility for the May 8 incident was affixed. Violent
government suppression of rioting the next day made it clear that the
agreement was not meant as a genuine gesture of conciliation by the
implacable Diem, but instead was an effort to mollify the U.S. by papering
over the widening political fissure in Vietnam. The June 17 suppression had
another important consequence: it discredited the conciliatory policy of the
moderate Buddhist leadership. They were replaced in late June by a more
radical set of monks who made skillful political use of their popular support
—and of the American news media. This only led to even more severe
government suppression of Buddhist activities and to acrimonious criticism
and threats to the American newsmen. When Vice President Tho’s
committee announced in early July that the May 8 deaths at Hue were the
result of Viet Cong terrorism, any pretense of conciliation evaporated. The
Buddhists used this mistake to intensify popular support for their protests. A
June 28 CIA assessment of the situation concluded that a significant “shift”



in the South Vietnamese population had occurred “from apparent apathy to
active opposition.”895

After discussing the spiraling deterioration in Vietnam at a July 1
meeting, Harriman, Hilsman, and Forrestal sent a cable to McGeorge Bundy,
who was traveling with Kennedy in Rome. The cable predicted that one
more burning Bonze [Buddhist monk] would cause a domestic U.S. reaction
requiring a strong public statement that, in turn, might precipitate coup in
Saigon.896 By that time, Nolting had arrived in Washington and had learned
on his way there—over the commercial radio—that he was to be replaced as
Ambassador by Lodge.897 Nolting met with Hilsman and Harriman, and he
later claimed he confronted them for not having notified him during his
vacation about the crisis that had developed in Vietnam. Harriman was “testy
and uncommunicative,” Nolting says, and he suspects they deliberately
connived to keep him away because they wanted the crisis “to come to a
head, to make a change in the government inevitable.”

It is almost axiomatic that when coup talk inside the government
becomes more pronounced, the record of the discussion begins to get murky.
This was so in 1963. A cable was sent from State to Trueheart doing exactly
what Kennedy had forbade: telling Trueheart to threaten Diem that the U.S.
might “have to make a public statement” if he did not make a “forthright
effort” to reconcile with the bonzes.898 The cable went out on July 1, while
Kennedy was still in Rome and, curiously, was sent from Hilsman and
Nolting to Trueheart. Perhaps Nolting had not seen Kennedy’s prohibition on
threats to Diem, but since he later said he did not agree with the policy
anyway, his name at the top of the cable was odd. Hilsman should have
known better, and his involvement is troubling. A July 3 memo written for
Kennedy by Forrestal suggests that Nolting’s name should not have been on
the cable. After describing its contents, Forrestal said this about Nolting:

Ambassador Nolting does not agree with this approach and argues
that it will succeed only in destroying the last vestiges of Diem’s
confidence in us. Secretary Ball, Governor Harriman, Roger
Hilsman and I feel that the political problem has come to such a
point in the United States that we could not avoid public comment
in the face of another bonze suicide.899



In view of this evidence, it appears likely that Nolting’s name was added to
the July 1 cable to give Trueheart the impression of unity in Washington
when, in fact, a schism was in the making.

Kennedy returned to Washington and met with his advisors on July 4 to
discuss the crisis.900 They told him about the new pressure that had been
applied to Diem; that Diem had agreed to make a speech; and, further, that
Diem had been told if he did not make the speech and the demonstrations
resumed, then the U.S. would make a public statement opposing his
Buddhist policy. Apparently, Kennedy did not react to this. Hilsman told the
president that no matter what Diem did there would still be coup attempts
against him “over the next four months.” Hilsman took issue with Nolting’s
claim that a coup against Diem would lead to civil war. That was possible,
but not likely, Hilsman said, and the chances for post-coup chaos were less
than they had been before. Forrestal reported Krulak’s view that even if there
was chaos, the South Vietnamese Army would continue its military actions
against the communists. The idea of “getting rid of the Nhus”—just how is
not clear from the record—was discussed and rejected.

Once again, coincidence crept into another watershed moment of the
war’s history. As Kennedy listened to his advisors in Washington talk—for
the first time—seriously about coup possibilities, that same day in Saigon
Lucien Conein, a veteran CIA agent and longtime colleague of Lansdale,
was contacted by General Tran Van Don. Don was the Acting Chief of Staff
of the Vietnamese armed forces, and he wanted to make a coup against
Diem. His plan appears to have been described in a July 8 CIA cable from
Saigon, which was extensively sanitized upon its release in 1985.901 There
was a “military plan for the overthrow of the government,” Don reported to
Conein, and “except for one or two general officers, all were in agreement.”
Don explained further:

The reason for the military takeover was that President Diem had
failed to act in the best interests of Vietnam on the occasion of the
May 8 Buddhist incident in Hue. The government should have
admitted its mistake and made amends to the people involved; the
government had unfortunately failed to do this and permitted the
incident to become a national issue. The military must act in order
to prevent the Viet Cong from taking full advantage of the
continuing Buddhist problem.



After the coup, Don said, elections would be announced immediately, to be
held three to six months hence.

Nolting returned to Saigon on July 10, upset and feeling betrayed by
Trueheart, whom he had personally selected to be his deputy. Embittered at
being abandoned by his own colleagues, Nolting threw in with General
Harkins, with whom he now agreed that “it looks like the State Department
thinks Diem is the enemy, rather than the Viet Cong.”902 Nolting’s analysis
of the Buddhists lined up with Madame Nhu’s: “It was contrived in my
opinion, strictly by the VC. It was a political rather than religious outbreak
with political rather than religious motives.”903 In his memoir Nolting says
he believes “the crisis was a Viet Cong conspiracy.”904 There was a “dump
Diem” movement headed by Harriman, Hilsman, and “others” in the White
House, says Nolting, who were glad that he had been on vacation so they
could give Diem “a lot of rope to hang himself.”905 Nolting spent his last
days in Saigon trying to patch things up with Diem.

A July 10 U.S. Special National Intelligence Estimate, entitled “The
Situation in South Vietnam,” concluded that if the Diem regime failed to
appease the Buddhists, more demonstrations would result along with the
strong possibility of a coup attempt.906 Evidently, brother Nhu had come to
the same conclusion. On July 11, he proposed to some army general officers
“that they stage a coup d’état as soon as possible,” a CIA cable the next day
reported.907 Nhu said no progress was being made in the war, that general
officers had been “continually humiliated in the eyes of the people,” and that
they had to engineer a coup in order to regain popular respect. Nhu told them
“he would support the coup”; that he was not “in accord” with Diem; that
fast action was necessary because the new U.S. Ambassador “would bring
about changes”; that the coup had to be staged at night and be “lightning
fast”; and that all general officers should cooperate. On July 13, after a
ceremony opening a course on the Strategic Hamlet Program for general
officers, Nhu called all the officers aside and criticized the government’s
handling of the Buddhists. The CIA cable recounting the event attributed
these remarks to Nhu: If the army was thinking of a coup d’état, he did not
blame the officers and would be with them. Nhu added that the Buddhist
problem might then be solved.”908

These reports and others caused a stir in Washington. What did they
mean? The Deputy Assistant Secretary of State for Far Eastern Affairs, Ed
Rice, wrote a memo to Rusk on July 15 saying that although two or three



reports indicated Nhu was planning a coup, it was “not unlikely” that he was
in fact seeking to “confuse and divide” the generals, “smoke out their
intentions,” and improve his personal position with them in case they
mounted a successful coup.909 Rice’s analysis paralleled the American
Embassy’s view, which Nolting later described in this way: “Nhu was testing
the generals’ loyalty, trying to draw out the dissenters.”910 The authors of
The Pentagon Papers concluded that Nhu’s gambit was “a bold move
designed to frighten coup plotters, and to throw them off guard”; they also
stated the CIA had reported rumors that Nhu was planning a “false coup” to
“draw out and then crush the Buddhists.”911 It seems that Nhu was playing
both ends against the middle. His ploy was a warning that the Ngo brothers
were aware of coup plotting and an attempt to protect his own neck if a coup
succeeded. Since coup plans were still at such an early stage, however, the
timing of Nhu’s slippery proposition seems out of place—unless it was
connected to something else he had up his sleeve. As it turns out, he was
indeed lying in the grass, waiting for the opportunity, between Nolting’s
departure on August 15 and Lodge’s arrival on August 22, to strike.

On July 19, Diem delivered a two-minute radio address, ostensibly to
express conciliation to the Buddhists, but spoke so coldly and made such
minor concessions that it only inflamed the situation. Consequently, in
August Buddhist militancy intensified. American television viewers were
treated to grislier bonze burnings on August 5, 15, and 18. Eventually, seven
monks and one nun put the match to themselves. The escalating tension in
mid-August should have suggested that a show-down was coming, but when
it happened on August 21, the American Embassy “was apparently caught
almost completely off guard.”912 At midnight Diem placed South Vietnam
under martial law and throughout the day Nhu had the Combat Police, his
own shock Special Forces, carry out raids on pagodas, arresting over 1,400
Buddhists. Nhu used the cover of martial law to make it appear the raids had
been ordered by army generals.

It immediately became obvious that Nhu had masterminded the entire
affair. American-South Vietnamese relations went into a deep freeze. The
State Department condemned the pagoda raids with these words:

On the basis of information from Saigon, it appears that the
Government of the Republic of Vietnam has instituted serious
repressive measures against Vietnamese Buddhist leaders. The



action represents a direct violation by the Vietnamese
Government of assurances that it was pursuing a policy of
conciliation with the Buddhists. The United States deplores
repressive actions of this nature. 913

Nhu ordered the American Embassy’s phone lines cut. Angry Vietnamese
generals went to the embassy and asked if the U.S. would support a coup.

Nolting, in Hawaii with Lodge and Hilsman at the time, was stunned.
He immediately sent Diem a personal telegram saying, “This is the first time
you’ve ever gone back on your word to me.”914 Hilsman recalls the moment
he and Nolting watched the news coming in over the teletype:

I remember someone cursing softly as we read the tickers. The
assault, timed for the period between ambassadors, was a
deliberate affront. Diem had callously broken his word. He had
made no gesture to salvage the dignity of the United States. He
was presenting us with a fait accompli that he knew violated our
deepest sense of decency and fair play, and he was doing it with a
disdainful arrogance, contemptuously confident that we would
swallow this just as we had swallowed so much in the past. There
was a stricken look on Nolting’s face.915

The bitter pill would not be swallowed this time, however. Hilsman would
make sure of that.
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Part Five

The Tragic Crossroads
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Chapter 18

“Cops and Robbers”

The Saturday Night Special
ilsman returned to Washington and conferred with Colby, Forrestal,
and Krulak on August 21. The four decided the most important order

of business was to find out who was in control in Saigon.916 Accordingly,
Colby asked the CIA for data, Hilsman cabled Lodge asking for the latest
information on the situation there,917 and Taylor cabled Harkins with a
similar request.918 Lodge, who had been diverted that night from a planned
trip to Hong Kong by a presidential message,919 arrived at Than Son Nhut
Airport at 9:30 P.M. on the evening of the August 22. Harkins said that the
war was still going well and that, although operations against the Viet Cong
might drop until “things settle down,” the “present situation might be a
blessing in disguise.” He said that a “few bones were bruised” in the
pagodas, but military authority had been established “without firing a shot,”
precluding “a lot of bloodshed which would have spilled if rival factions
had tried to take over.”920

On Saturday, August 24, Kennedy was in Hyannis Port, Rusk was in
New York, McNamara was mountain climbing in Wyoming, and McCone
was vacationing in California, when troubling news from Saigon began
arriving in Washington. Rusk’s Under Secretary, George Ball, was playing
golf at the Chevy Chase Club, as was Krulak, while McNamara’s Deputy
Secretary, Gilpatric, was at his farm in Maryland. This was not a propitious
setting in Washington as coup prospects swirled around Saigon.

Lodge’s first cable reported that Secretary of State Thuan was firmly
backing Diem but advocating that the U.S. “split the Nhus off” from him.921



His second cable reported that a key South Vietnamese general had said
retaining Diem was preferable, “providing all Ngo Nhu family influence
could be permanently and effectively eradicated.”922 The Saigon CIA
Station’s answer to Colby’s query came in at this point as well. General
Don had invited CIA operative Lucien Conein923 to the General Staff
headquarters, and informed him that the army had nothing to do with the
Buddhist crackdown. When Conein probed for the generals’ intentions, Don
demurred. He said the U.S. should make its position known and said martial
law was a first step, and then added, cryptically, “the secret of what is going
to happen is not mine to give.”924

Lodge’s third cable that day reported that, in further conversations
with South Vietnamese officers, the suggestion had been made that the U.S.
had only to indicate to the generals that it “would be happy to see Diem
and/or Nhus go, and [the] deed would be done.”925 Lodge said he felt it was
not that simple and that U.S. action under the circumstances would be “a
shot in the dark.” Hislman, with Harriman’s support, then drafted the single
most controversial cable of the Vietnam War. Known as the “Saturday
Night Special” or simply the “August 24 cable.” It mired Kennedy in a plot
to overthrow Diem and created an irreversible division in the
administration.

Hilsman’s cable instructed Lodge to demand the removal of Nhu and
added that, if this ultimatum was unacceptable, “We must face the
possibility that Diem himself cannot be preserved.”926 Lodge was instructed
to tell “key military leaders” that the U.S. would not support Vietnam
militarily and economically unless these steps were taken immediately.
Diem was to be given a chance to oust Nhu, the cable said, and added:

But if he remains obdurate, then we are prepared to accept the
obvious implication that we can no longer support Diem. You
may also tell appropriate military commanders we will give them
direct support in any interim period of breakdown [of the] central
government mechanism.

Forrestal participated at various points—sometimes deviously—in the
drafting of this cable. The role Rusk is shrouded in controversy, as is the
entire saga of the cable’s coordination.



The very first episode is disputed by the officials involved. One of
them has had a serious failure of memory or is simply not telling the truth.
Assistant Secretary of State Hilsman claims that he sent Secretary Rusk—
who was at the U.N. in New York—a copy of the cable and that the
secretary strengthened it by adding “the important provision for continuing
to furnish the Vietnamese war supplies if there were a breakdown in central
government communications for any reason.”927 Rusk flatly denies
Hilsman’s story. Rusk told author William Rust that he was “absolutely
certain” he had not put that sentence in the cable.928 This controversy is
made all the more difficult because the secretive Rusk never kept a diary or
organized record, refused to set aside his own personal papers when he left
the State Department, and “systematically destroyed records of confidential
conversations with Presidents Kennedy and Johnson.”929 Thus, it is hard to
substantiate crucial details to verify which version of this episode actually
occurred.

The next episode appears to be more straightforward. Forrestal was a
witness to Kennedy’s participation in the early part of the coordination
process. In a 1981 interview with Rusk, Forrestal recalled that, on Saturday
afternoon (August 24), he called Kennedy in Hyannis Port, read him the
cable, and explained that, so far, the coordination had only occurred in the
State Department. Kennedy asked why it could not wait until Monday,
when everyone would be back. Forrestal replied that it was because
Harriman and Hilsman “really want to get this thing up and out right away.”
Kennedy replied: “Well, go and see what you can do to get it cleared.”930

The president specifically directed that McCone be consulted.
The third episode, involving the Joint Chiefs, is complicated and full

of problems. The precise role the Pentagon played is still unclear. Forrestal
called General Krulak at the Chevy Chase Club. In a 1981 interview with
William Rust, Krulak claimed a) that he had refused to “touch” the cable; b)
that he told Forrestal it would need approval at higher levels in the
Pentagon; and c) that he had then set out in search of Taylor.931 The third
claim is a problem because Krulak did not actually take a copy of the cable
to Taylor until around midnight that evening, and did so then only because
Taylor, apparently upset after learning about the cable from Deputy Defense
Secretary Gilpatric, had ordered a copy be sent to him at his private
quarters.



By this time, Harriman had shown the cable to Under Secretary of
State Ball at his home. What took place at that point demonstrates the
pitfalls of second-hand communications. Ball called Kennedy in Hyannis
Port to read him the key passages of the cable. Ball reports that the
president’s position was this: if both Rusk and Gilpatric agreed, then Ball
could send the cable.932 Ball then called Rusk. Ball reports the secretary’s
position was this: if Kennedy (with Ball, and Harriman) was on board, so
was he. In other words, at this point Kennedy would approve it if Rusk (and
Gilpatric) would approve it and vice versa, while neither had actually done
so or even talked to each other.

The saga of the coordination of the “Saturday Night Special” to
Saigon ends the same way it started: with two accounts that flatly contradict
one another. Whereas the first conflicting testimony was between Hilsman
and Rusk, this time it was between Forrestal and Krulak, and concerned
coordination with the Pentagon:

* Forrestal claims that Krulak called and said Taylor did not like
the cable but would “raise no objection” to it.

* Krulak denies this, and says he played no role whatsoever after
informing Taylor about the cable.933

Krulak’s claim that he had set out earlier in the day to notify Taylor about
the cable does not square with this assertion. Taylor claims he did not know
about the cable until Gilpatric’s call that evening, at which time he
immediately ordered that a copy be sent to his home.

By then it was too late to stop the cable. According to the Pentagon
Papers, Taylor approved the cable for the JCS.934 At first, Hislman claimed
that Taylor “approved the cable without question.”935 Yet, if Taylor is right
about when he first saw the cable, he could not have approved it. As it
turned out, Hilsman later changed his story and admitted that Taylor was
right.936

Since Taylor was right, either Krulak made up the story that he had
told Forrestal about Taylor’s guarded approval, or Forrestal concocted the
story himself. On this point, it appears that Forrestal’s account, not
Krulak’s, is inaccurate. An August 24 memorandum for the record written
by Krulak—which was included in the State Department history (volume 3)



released in May 1991—clarifies the matter of the Krulak telephone call to
Forrestal and the matter of Krulak’s search for Taylor:937

* Krulak had not been searching for Taylor at all that day.
* Krulak did call Forrestal all right, but not to tell him Taylor had

approved the cable.
* At that point, Krulak had not spoken to Taylor at all.

This, apparently, is what actually took place. At 6:00 P.M., Krulak received
a call about the situation from Vice Admiral Riley, Director of the Joint
Staff, and the two placed a conference call to Forrestal. Riley told them that
the cable had been sent to Kennedy and that clearance from the Defense
Department was not desired. Forrestal added that he was only “seeking to
advise Mr. Gilpatric of the message.” Forrestal then asked Krulak if he
would show the cable to Taylor, and, when Krulak agreed, Forrestal asked
him to come to the White House Situation Room to pick up a copy of the
cable to take to Taylor.

While Krulak was on his way to the White House, Forrestal called
Gilpatric. If Forrestal had not spoken directly with Ball, he might not have
known that Kennedy had specifically ordered that the cable had to be
cleared by Gilpatric. Yet, the way Forrestal handled the call to the Deputy
Defense Secretary was deceptive. Forrestal made the call to Gilpatric just
before 7:00 P.M., and explained the situation this way: the president, the
Secretary of State, and Under Secretary of State Ball all “favored” sending
the cable.938 Gilpatric did not like it, but he cleared it. How could he do
otherwise after what Forrestal had said?

Clearly, Forrestal was freewheeling and making things up on the fly.
The truth was, of course, that both Kennedy and Rusk had given only an if-
you-will-then-I-will answer. To say that Kennedy and Rusk “favored”
sending the cable was not true. Gilpatric had been deceived, but he was still
worried, and he called Taylor to tell him what was going on.

Kennedy had specifically asked that McCone clear the cable. McCone
was known to think Diem was the best person to lead the government of
Vietnam. Consequently, when Richard Helms cleared the cable for the CIA,
the matter of consulting McCone was dropped. Helms apparently agreed



that Diem should go; he reportedly said: “It’s about time we bit this
bullet.”939 Thus, Helms kept McCone in the dark.

It was just after 7:00 P.M when Krulak showed up in the White House
Situation Room. After he read all of the messages that had come in during
the day, Forrestal showed him a copy of the cable of the proposed cable. At
this time, Forrestal, who had just told Gilpatric the president had approved
the cable, now told Krulak that the cable had been sent to Kennedy for
approval. Forrestal added that “he had just finished discussing it with Mr.
Gilpatric by telephone, and that Mr. Gilpatric was in accord with its
content.” Forrestal did not ask Krulak for his views, but Krulak said it
appeared “we must start with Diem and not foreclose him.” He also said
that the South Vietnamese Army was not “homogeneous.”940 Forrestal, of
course, picked no argument with either of these comments and sent Krulak
on his way with a copy of the cable for Taylor.

Taylor, however, could not be found. Krulak called Taylor’s home
shortly before 7:30 P.M. and left a message to be notified when he returned.
As soon as Krulak had gone, Forrestal called Kennedy to report that the
coordination was complete and that all had concurred! This was Forrestal’s
third indiscretion in less than an hour. There was no justification for being
anything other than 100 percent accurate about what the president’s top
advisors had said about such a momentous decision. Forrestal’s untruthful
report led the president to agree that the cable could be sent. Forrestal
immediately called Krulak and told him to add, to his report to Taylor, the
fact that Kennedy had approved the cable. Krulak immediately called
Taylor’s home again, but to no avail, and so he then “made specific
arrangements” for Taylor to call when he returned. The cable to Saigon
went out at 9:36 P.M. Taylor returned to his quarters soon afterward. Taylor,
however, either did not received Krulak’s message or he ignored it. At
11:45 P.M., Krulak called and found Taylor at home. Krulak then delivered
the cable.

It was around midnight, then, when Krulak showed up on Taylor’s
doorstep. Taylor describes his thoughts then:

On reading the cable, my first reaction was that the anti-Diem
group centered in State had taken advantage of the absence of the



principal officials to get out instructions which would never have
been approved as written under normal circumstances.941

That was true. Taylor, however, did nothing about it that night or all of the
next day. Taylor’s actions that night, too, are problematical. He admitted
being called by Gilpatric, which most likely occurred between 7:00 and
7:30 P.M. (after Forrestal’s call to Gilpatric saying that JFK had approved
the cable). What was Taylor doing in the interval between then and
midnight? He might have been purposely evading Krulak’s calls. Why did
Taylor make no further attempt to find out what was going on? Why not call
Kennedy or Forrestal? The answers to these questions are elusive, but his
inaction the following day is even more troubling.

If Taylor is telling the truth about his initial reaction to the cable, why
didn’t he call Kennedy right away or, at the latest, first thing in the
morning? This question seems all the more justified because the Chairman
of the Joint Chiefs of Staff believed that the president had just been sand-
bagged concerning an extremely serious and far-reaching decision. Taylor
describes his inaction with the following feeble excuse: “In the absence of
senior officials from Washington, I had all of the following Sunday to
meditate on the situation and the probable consequences of the cable.”
Taylor decided to meditate while the president was flying blind.

Krulak’s August 24 memorandum for record confirms Taylor’s initial
reaction. Taylor told Krulak this about the cable:

It reflects the well-known compulsion of Hilsman and Forrestal
to depose Diem and, had McGeorge Bundy been present, he
would not have approved the message. Finally, he stated that the
message had not been given the quality of interdepartmental
staffing it deserved, and that he would be prepared to say so at a
proper time.942

Why wait? When was the proper time to tell the president he has just been
misinformed about the unity of his administration with respect to U.S.
encouragement of a coup d’état in a foreign country? It is obviously worth
pointing out this: There was plenty of time to tell Kennedy the truth, giving



him the choice whether or not to get out a second cable rescinding the first
one.

The next day, while Taylor was “meditating,” the following events
took place. Ambassador Lodge, amazed, interpreted the cable as a direct
order to prepare for a coup against Diem: “They are asking me to overthrow
a government I hadn’t even presented my credentials to.”943 Lodge
immediately convened the Country Team to decide on how to proceed in
implementing a coup. They decided that Diem would never agree to remove
Nhu, so they sent a cable to the State Department saying the “risk” of
following the plan as sent “was not worth taking,” because Nhu was in
control of combat forces in Saigon. Lodge proposed to change the plan as
follows: they would not approach Diem, but “go straight to the generals”
instead.944

“Agree to [the] modification proposed,” the State Department quickly
replied the same day.945 Since Rusk was still away, Ball was in charge, but
the approval was not signed. There was no time of transmission or receipt
of it, and it appears to have been sent through CIA channels. In other words,
this crucial change in the plan—without proper coordination—does not
appear to have been authorized by anyone higher than Ball. A few hours
later, a Voice of America (VOA) broadcast in Saigon declared that officials
in Washington had made this statement:

[They] say the [pagoda] raids were made by police under the
control of President Diem’s brother, Ngo Dinh Nhu. They say
America may cut its aid to Vietnam if Diem does not get rid of
the police officials responsible.946

A highly irritated Lodge immediately dashed off a cabled saying that the
VOA broadcast had complicated an “already difficult problem” by
eliminating the possibility that an effort by the generals could achieve
surprise.947

When Kennedy met his advisors on Monday morning, he discovered
the uncertainty and lack of unanimity of views among them. It was a most
disturbing situation. They quarreled over the cable and the events that had
led up to it.948 Taylor took issue with Hilsman’s comment that Admiral Felt
had personally called to counsel “against delay.” Hilsman’s comment was



not true, but Taylor was “visibly shaken” in the meeting to find out that Felt
had been making phone calls to Hilsman during the chaotic coordination on
August 24. The next day, Taylor sent a telegram reprimanding the
Commander-in-Chief of the Pacific for “expressing views on a substantive
issue outside of proper channels.”949 During a meeting on August 26,
Hilsman stuck to his guns that the Nhus had to go, and Kennedy,
unimpressed with this meeting, declared another would be held the next
day. Taylor suggested that Nolting should attend. Hilsman argued against
this, saying Nolting’s views were “colored,” to which the president quickly
remarked, “Maybe properly [so].”

McCone was upset that he wasn’t consulted, and the president was
furious with Forrestal over it. Had he not specifically asked for this?
Forrestal offered his resignation, but Kennedy refused, saying, you’re not
worth firing. You owe me something, so you stick around.”950 The
quarrelling got worse that week and continued to escalate.

“We Thought He Was for the Coup Plan”
What would happen if “we find we are faced with having to live with Diem
and Nhu?” the president had asked at the August 26 White House
meeting.951 It would be horrible to contemplate,” Hilsman replied.
Secretary Rusk then interjected that unless a major change in South
Vietnam’s policy could be “engineered,” it appeared “we must actually
decide whether to move our resources out or to move our troops in.” With
such simple clarity, Rusk had just described the fork in the road toward
which the administration’s Vietnam policy appeared headed: withdrawal
while losing or massive American intervention.

That no consensus was reached—before the August 2 24 coup cable
was sent—on whether intervention or withdrawal were, in fact, the only
alternatives to a coup, is a major indictment of the way the administration
was functioning. Unfortunately, Rusk’s question that day did not produce
the definitive answers necessary to generate a consensus. On the contrary,
as the momentous decisions approached, the most basic questions remained
unanswered: Can we still win with Diem? Can we win without him? And
why are the reports about the battlefield situation so conflicting?



The discussion of these issues was muted by the sometimes personal
or even vitriolic arguments they engendered, and also, for a few days, by
the apparent momentum for a coup that the cable itself had generated. For
example, an August 27 cable from the CIA Station in Saigon reported a
meeting between Conein and General Tran Thien Khiem, an influential
member of the Joint Staff who had also exercised some control over the
secret police.952 Khiem told Conein that a “committee” of the generals
headed by Duong Van “Big” Minh had “agreed a coup will take place
within one week.”

The apparent likelihood of a coup should have prompted an
examination of the fundamental questions involved but, instead, the
administration was consumed that day with finding out who would be
carrying it out and what actions the U.S. might have to take in response.
Harkins reported emergency evacuation planning and identified who might
be among the coup plotters.953 Harriman wondered “if some people were
getting cold feet,” while Hilsman said “he could not bring Nolting around”
but was “afraid of Maxwell Taylor.”954 Forrestal arranged for Hilsman and
Colby to brief Kennedy on the “latest developments and progress in
planning.”955

During these presentations, however, something other than the coup
was troubling the president. How were the civil disturbances affecting the
war effort? Only slightly, replied Krulak: “There had been no dramatic
degradation of South Vietnamese military capability.” There hadn’t been
enough time for the Viet Cong to react yet anyway, Rusk added. Nolting
commented that “the unrest was limited to the cities and had not yet reached
the countryside.”

As the discussion dragged on about various matters—whether Diem
had lied to Nolting; whether the unrest had changed Diem’s mind; Madame
Nhu’s unstoppable mouth; Nhu’s relationship to Diem; how much military
support there was for a coup—the more basic question about whether the
coup was necessary to win the war irresistibly impressed itself on the
president. Finally, Kennedy asked Nolting this: would Diem’s actions of the
last few months prevent Diem from carrying on the war? It was a question
that should have been posed prior to sending the cable on August 24.
Nolting’s answer was not responsive to the president’s question. Instead,
Nolting “called attention to the fact that [CIA] agents had already told some
generals to undertake a coup.” Even Nolting, who had been dead set against



a coup, could not now envision turning it off. “If we go back on these
generals now,” Nolting warned, “we will lose them.”

Suddenly the context changed, and for a brief moment the fear of
being trapped in the wrong place became manifest. Was it too late to turn
back? Kennedy offered what was no more than a desperate hope: the
situation hadn’t gone “so far that we can’t delay.” Hilsman helped out: had
not Harkins reported that the generals said they would need a few days?
McNamara had the answer: we need to ask both Lodge and Harkins if this
coup can succeed, and if it can’t we “caution the generals not to move.”
Kennedy wanted to know right then what Harkins’ position was, and the
minutes of the meeting indicate the following: “General Taylor responded
that General Harkins had never been asked for his views—that he merely
got orders.”

The discussion then drifted to something else, but the president
interrupted and returned to the views of Harkins and Lodge. The president
issued these instructions:

The president said we should send a cable to Ambassador Lodge
and General Harkins asking for their estimate of the prospects of
a coup by the generals. They should also be asked to recommend
whether we should proceed with the generals or wait. He also
wanted their views on what we should do if the situation
deteriorates.

The State Department cable to Lodge that evening asked the questions
posed by the president and said Washington would “give you all possible
support” in developing the best possible course.”956 This properly gave
Lodge the freedom to speak his own mind. Taylor’s cable to Harkins,
however, left the MACV commander little latitude for how he should
respond.957 Taylor ended his cable by saying that the August 24 coup cable
had been prepared without the participation of the Department of Defense
or the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and further, that “authorities are now having
second thoughts.”

There followed a lengthy, confused, and argumentative White House
meeting that began at noon on August 28.958 Nolting’s comment that only
Diem could hold South Vietnam together threw the session into an uproar



and led to an acrimonious and heated argument in which Ball, Harriman,
and Hilsman ganged up on Nolting. McNamara began expressing strong
doubts about the prospects that the coup could proceed, and Robert
Kennedy began asking tough questions, such as, “What will we do if Diem
acted to destroy the coup before the generals were ready to pull it off.” The
president finally adjourned the meeting and asked everyone to return at 6:00
P.M. Harriman was so angry with Nolting that he refused to ride in the same
limousine with him afterward. The widening breach among Kennedy’s
advisors deeply troubled him and he confided to a friend: “my god, my
government is coming apart.”959

As he was during the meeting on the previous day, Kennedy was again
preoccupied with Harkins during this midday session, referring to him
several times. For example:

The president commented that we had asked General Harkins
twice if he approved of our going ahead in support of a coup.
Both Ambassador Lodge and General Harkins say we should
support the rebel generals.

This was only partly true; Harkins had not, as Taylor pointed out, been
asked for his views. But Harkins had, as Kennedy was saying, supported the
move. When Harkins’ response to Taylor’s message arrived shortly after the
noon meeting, however, it appeared that Harkins was now against the
coup.960 He said because he had presumed the coup cable represented the
U.S. government’s position, “I had no choice but to go along.” He also said
that although the “die is cast” the generals would still not do it “unless we
gave the final say so.” He argued that the military “could live with Diem if
the Nhus were out of the picture.” He concluded that there was insufficient
reason for a “crash approval on our part at this time.”

When the 6:00 P.M. meeting convened, Kennedy asked Rusk,
McNamara, McGeorge Bundy, and Taylor to step into another room with
him.961 Kennedy told them he was in doubt as to General Harkins’ views.
“We thought he was for the coup plan,” Kennedy said, “but General
Harkins apparently thought that a decision had been made in Washington to
back a coup and that his task was to carry out a decision communicated to
him.” Kennedy said he wanted Harkins’ views on “what we should do, not



what his reaction to what he thought was the decision here.” The four men
returned to the other room and Kennedy announced that three messages
would be sent to Saigon: Taylor would again ask for Harkins’ views;
Kennedy would ask Lodge for his; and also direct that there must be “full
coordination” between Washington and Saigon; and a third “general” cable
covering the earlier noon meeting, was to be drafted by McNamara,
Harriman, Bundy, Forrestal, and Hilsman. The minutes indicate the meeting
ended this way:

The meeting broke up with Mr. Harriman’s saying “Mr.
President, I was very puzzled by the cable from General Harkins
until I read the outgoing from General Taylor.” (The president
had some difficulty containing himself until everyone left the
room, whereupon he burst into laughter and said, “Averell
Harriman is one sharp cookie.”)

The truth, of course, is that Taylor did not have to twist Harkins’ arm to get
him to oppose the coup. Harkins was indeed against it, while Ambassador
Lodge was for it. The Americans were as divided in Saigon as they were in
Washington.

When the answers from Lodge962 and Harkins arrived,963 the illusion
of unity was over. Lodge complained that Harkins wanted him to first try to
wean Diem away from Nhu. Lodge said this would be regarded by the
generals as a “sign of American indecision and delay.” The following day
he added that Diem would oppose getting rid of Nhu anyway: “He wishes
more Nhus, not less.”964 Lodge’s views would only harden further as the
days went by. On September 5, he would send Washington this observation
about Diem’s government:

They are essentially a medieval, Oriental despotism of the classic
family type, who understand few, if any, of the arts of popular
government. They cannot talk to the people; they cannot
cultivate the press; they cannot delegate authority or inspire trust;
they cannot comprehend the idea of government as the servant of
the people. They are interested in physical security and survival



against any threat whatsoever—communist or non-
communist.965

By the time Lodge sent this cable, however, the generals had balked, and
the chance to topple Diem had, for the moment, passed.

“This particular coup is finished,” began an August 31 cable from the
CIA Station in Saigon.966 In a crucial meeting with General Khiem, it said,
Harkins’ judgment was that the generals “were not ready and could not
achieve [a] balance of forces favorable to them.” Consequently, Harkins had
declined to give any American assurances. This led to a charge by Paul
Kattenburg, a State Department official, in an August 31 meeting of high-
level officials at State that Harkins had not carried out his instructions. Both
Rusk and McNamara jumped to Harkins’ defense, saying that in light of
General Khiem’s wavering remarks, Harkins had done the right thing.967 It
did not make much sense to quibble about it anyway. The coup was off—
for the time being.

Kennedy was out of town at the time of this meeting—resting at
Hyannis Port, where he would give an important interview to Walter
Cronkite two days later. Someone who had attended hardly any of these
meetings happened to be on hand, however: Vice President Johnson. He
complained that he had not known—until the following Tuesday evening—
about the actions taken the previous Saturday. Notes taken by Bromley
Smith, the NSC Executive Secretary, indicate Johnson made the following
remarks:

He had never been sympathetic with our proposal to produce a
change of government in Vietnam by means of plotting with
Vietnamese generals. Now that the generals had failed to
organize a coup, he thought we ought to reestablish ties with the
Diem government as quickly as possible and get forward with
the war against the Viet Cong.968

Johnson was obviously not only upset at having been cut out, but also
completely opposed to what had been going on. That these harsh and
aggressive remarks had a chilling effect on those present is attested to by
the fact that no one said anything in reply. LBJ also said he recognized the



“evils” of Diem but there was no alternative, and that there was certainly no
way to pull out. “We must establish ourselves,” Johnson announced, “and
stop playing cops and robbers.”
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Chapter 19

A City of Two Tales

Genesis of the Kennedy Withdrawal Plan
he origin of the withdrawal plan dates back to April 6, 1962, when
Kennedy commented that the U.S. should be prepared to seize upon

any favorable moment to reduce its commitment to Vietnam. McNamara
carried it a step further a month later at the May 8 SECDEF conference
when he asked a surprised Harkins when the South Vietnamese would be
ready to take over the war effort. At the sixth conference on July 23,
McNamara made the intent to withdraw official. Nevertheless, at the next
conference on October 8, Harkins, preoccupied with presenting his
“explosion” operation, “did not have time” to discuss the withdrawal plans.
Finally, McNamara cast the idea in concrete at the May 6, 1963,
conference, at which time he directed that 1,000 men be withdrawn from
Vietnam by the end of the year.

Actually, the idea of pulling out 1,000 men predates the May 1963
meeting, and was already shrouded in mystery and intrigue. Vietnam
Working Group Director Wood reported to Roger Hilsman on April 18,
1963, that McNamara would tell the Pentagon “to cut their forces by 1,000
at the end of this year,” and advised Hilsman that if he tried to get the
Defense Department to put a ceiling on forces before they were asked to
make this cut, it would only add “one more emotional element to an already
tight situation.”969 If State insisted on a ceiling and the war suddenly took
“a turn for the worse,” Wood predicted, “we would then have to approve a
break in the ceiling and DOD would have to rush in additional men.” Wood
said that State could achieve a ceiling simply be vetoing “any further



requests for increases,” and he recommended that they “quietly support
McNamara’s intention to achieve significant reductions by the end of the
year provided things go well.” [Emphasis added]

The situation was a lot tighter than Wood knew. He did not know that
Kennedy had 1) decided to withdraw from Vietnam after the 1964 elections,
2) was mindful that things would not go well, and 3) was fully aware that,
in some quarters, he would be damned “as a communist appeaser.” A
conservative backlash was only part of Kennedy’s concern. He also had to
worry about rising congressional criticism from liberals opposed to the
deepening American presence in Vietnam. That concern is the reason why
he confided his plan to Mansfield—one of the most vocal critics—and also
why he decided to begin the pullout before the election. The Mansfield
discussions and the Wood memo to Hilsman make clear that Kennedy and
McNamara had agreed to start the withdrawal at the beginning of 1964.
Their intention was to restrain such criticism by trickling Americans home
from Vietnam over the course of the election campaign.

What made the 1,000-man withdrawal particularly risky was the
criticism from conservatives that would be unleashed if it were carried out
against the backdrop of a collapsing battlefield situation. The deception of
progress begun in 1962—which had justified the continuation and
expansion of the American effort—would now be seized upon by the
president and used as the reason for the 1,000-man withdrawal. This meant
that Kennedy, despite his realization that the intelligence underpinning the
success story was unsound, would have to pretend he believed it, otherwise
his willingness to withdraw while losing would become obvious. This
pretense was as dangerous as the idea of the 1,000-man withdrawal itself.
But Kennedy apparently felt that, short of abandoning the idea altogether,
he had no better choice. At the outset, he delivered a convincing
performance, as evidenced by the lack of awareness in Wood’s memo. With
the exception of McNamara and a few close associates of JFK, everyone
assumed the withdrawal was tied to success on the battlefield. The Buddhist
crisis underscored the fragility of the course Kennedy was pursuing, making
optimistic public comments by him unwise.

The military too, for the time being, did not understand—any more
than the State Department did—that Kennedy had reconciled himself to
withdrawing in a losing battlefield situation after the election. The generals
also assumed the withdrawal was to be tied to the success of the war effort,



and they were planning to allocate the resources they thought were
necessary to win. Withdrawal planning was interwoven with the discussion
of the Comprehensive Plan for South Vietnam (CPSVN) and the Military
Assistance Program (MAP). In these discussions, there were disagreements
about how much money should be spent on the future war effort. For
example, in May 1963, William Bundy thought more would be necessary
for the 1965-1969 MAP for Vietnam than McNamara did.970 In this debate
too, the notion of battlefield progress was useful in heading off higher
spending levels and in advancing the withdrawal schedule.

McNamara played his part in keeping the lid on Kennedy’s intentions.
When he called for a review of the CPSVN at the May 6 SECDEF
conference, the Defense Secretary finessed the military’s prevailing
optimism about the war effort to argue that the plan’s assistance was too
costly and that its schedule for the planned withdrawal of U.S. forces was
too slow. He followed this up on May 8, with two memos to his staff. The
first one ordered the development of plans to replace U.S forces with South
Vietnamese forces, as soon as possible, in order to permit the withdrawal of
1,000 troops by the end of 1963. The second memo requested a complete
overhaul, by September 1, of the MAP recommended in the CPSVN.

On May 9, the JCS formally directed CINCPAC to take the necessary
actions resulting from that week’s Honolulu conference and revise the
CPSVN. The JCS directive singled out the requirement for a U.S. force
withdrawal with this language:

As a matter of urgency a plan for the withdrawal of about 1,000
U.S. troops before the end of the year should be developed based
upon the assumption that the progress of the counterinsurgency
campaign would warrant such a move. Plans should be based
upon withdrawal of U.S. units (as opposed to individuals) by
replacing them with selected and specially trained RVNAF
[South Vietnamese] units.971 [Emphasis added]

MACV, in turn, was asked to draft the revised CPSVN and prepare a plan
for the 1,000-man reduction. Crucially, the withdrawal was expected to be
contingent upon continued progress in the war effort. And, just as crucially,
it had to be a withdrawal of U.S. units.



The JCS proposed to withdraw units rather than individuals because
McNamara had instructed them to do so. However, the JCS list of so-called
units contained elements that were all smaller than company size. The plan
also complied with DOD guidance that most of the personnel selected were
to be those with service support and logistics skills in order to minimize the
effect on operations. The total came to 1,003 U.S. military personnel to be
withdrawn by the end of December 1963. All services were represented.
CINCPAC provided MACV with a suggested list identifying where the
reductions could take place with the least impact. CINCPAC received
MACV’s response and, after some changes and revisions, concurred and
forwarded the plan to the JCS on May 11. As we will see, however, as the
moment for carrying out the withdrawal approached, the fine print in the
military’s plan began to change, opening the door for manipulation. The
first evidence of this was Felt’s May 11 submission to the JCS. Felt decided
to create ad hoc units that “were not units at all,” so that half of the 1,000
men would be individuals who would be “absorbed” into these phony units
for the purpose of the withdrawal.972

As the paper trail on the pullout proceeded, so did the record of the
president’s public statements about the state of the war and the withdrawal.
Kennedy did his best to steer through these tricky waters by trying to
convince conservatives that he would stay the course, but—in the short run
—he had to avoid making public comments that might turn out to be overly
optimistic. Nhu had commented that too many American troops were in
Vietnam, and a reporter asked for the president’s views on this and on the
state of the war at a May 22 press conference. Kennedy said, of course, that
if asked, the U.S. would be happy to leave immediately. He then added this:

We are hopeful that the situation in Vietnam would permit some
withdrawal in any case by the end of the year, but we can’t
possibly make that judgment at the present time. There is still a
long hard struggle to go. … I couldn’t say that today the situation
is such that we could look for a brightening in the skies that
would permit us to withdraw troops or begin to by the end of the
year. … As of today we would hope we could begin to perhaps
do it at the end of the year, but we couldn’t make any final
judgments at all until we see the course of the struggle [over] the
next few months.973 [Emphasis added]



Kennedy could engage in this kind of hedging in May, but he would not be
able to do so much longer. The Buddhist crisis in July fundamentally
changed the political context of the war effort and, with it, the president’s
calculus for how to proceed with the withdrawal plan and how to speak
about it publicly.

Had the Buddhist crisis affected the war effort? Kennedy was asked at
a July 17 press conference. Kennedy did his best to negotiate his way
through ever choppier waters. “Yes I think it has,” he replied, adding, “I
think it is unfortunate that this dispute has arisen at the very time when the
military struggle has been going better than it has been going in many
months.”974 Kennedy could get away with this formula in front of the press
corps and television cameras, but behind this scene, things were different.
No one in Kennedy’s administration had told him that the Buddhist crisis
had affected the war effort. On the contrary, at the July 4 White House
meeting he had been told that it had not.975

In that meeting, Forrestal was the one who had brought up the subject
when referring to Krulak’s assessment after his recent trip to Vietnam.
Krulak had reported that the nearer one got to the battle “the less gravely
the problem was regarded.” Krulak concluded that military operations were
becoming “more effective.”976 Furthermore, the U.S. intelligence
community had just issued, on July 10, a new Special National Intelligence
Estimate (SNIE) on “The Situation in South Vietnam.” The estimate
concluded that the Buddhist crisis did not “appear to have had any
appreciable effect on the counterinsurgency effort.”977

Why, then, did Kennedy go against what he was being told? The
answer is that Kennedy understood the truth about the battlefield situation
in Vietnam. Kennedy and McNamara—and a few trusted advisors who did
not hold senior positions—were living in a deep abyss that had become
increasingly difficult to navigate. The deceived had now become the
deceivers, as the only path to reelection seemed to be the necessity to seize
on the myth of success and run the clock out until the reelection. Kennedy
knew that the Buddhist crisis had not fundamentally changed the battlefield
situation which was already deteriorating. What had changed was how he
would manage the politics of failure in Vietnam.

Kennedy was beginning to lay the groundwork for the eventuality that
the withdrawal might have to take place in a losing scenario. If necessary,
the repressive actions of the Diem regime and the ensuing Buddhist crisis



could now be fingered for some of the blame. The upshot of the Buddhist
crisis was that Kennedy and McNamara knew that there was no alternative
but to go forward with the 1,000-man withdrawal. Time was working
against them. The withdrawal from Vietnam had to begin in order to set it in
concrete. It would take several weeks to put their arcane plan firmly in
place. And so, publicly, for the time being, Kennedy would have to deny
what was going to happen. At a July 10 press conference he had stated, “In
my opinion, for us to withdraw from that [war] effort would mean a
collapse not only of South Vietnam, but Southeast Asia. So we are going to
stay there.”978

An interesting aside to Krulak’s report that military operations in
Vietnam were becoming more effective occurred at this time, when he
requested a map from the Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA) showing the
enemy and friendly forces in the Saigon area. George Allen, who prepared
the map, showed up with it, and Krulak noticed Allen’s attire and inquired
if he was a civilian. Allen recalls what happened:

His jaw dropped when I replied affirmatively. He asked if any
military officers had helped me put the map together. I replied
that none had, but that I would vouch personally for the accuracy
of the data, since I had obtained it from the appropriate analysts.
He was dismayed, paused, and then said maybe he could get
along without the map after all, that perhaps it wasn’t really
necessary, thanked me for my efforts, and asked me to take the
map with me on my way out.979

Allen was not part of the progress story, and his map undoubtedly reflected
that.

Krulak was not taking any chances. In his July report, Krulak said that
the “shooting war is moving to its climax,” but the training effort “has
passed its climax.” This meant that not much of a reduction in U.S.
logistical and tactical support was possible, but that a reduction in the
advisory effort was “a logical prospect.” Harkins, he said, “considers that a
reduction of 1,000 men could be accomplished now, without affecting
adversely the conduct of the war.”



Meanwhile, the CINCPAC, Admiral Felt, responding to a JCS request
for more details on the 1,000-man withdrawal, responded on July 21 with
his final plan.980 Withdrawal “will be ordered if progress in the
counterinsurgency campaign warrants such action,” he began. The objective
was to withdraw units rather than individuals “to the extent possible to gain
maximum psychological impact, rather than reach a predetermined in-
country strength” by the end of the year. Felt recommended that the final
decision be made between October 1 and October 31 because, among other
things, the “highly volatile situation in Laos makes it prudent to delay [the]
decision as long as possible.”

Felt mentioned that, in his previous plan (May 11), he had noted that
half of the personnel to be withdrawn “were not units at all” and would be
“absorbed” into units for the purpose of withdrawal.” Felt now reported that
he had changed his mind because “an alert press would readily ascertain the
facts with resultant unfavorable publicity.” The CINCPAC now proposed to
simply list these men as individuals instead of pretending they had been in
units all along. The news media would be told that the Vietnamese
“counterpart” for each individual “has been brought up to a level of self-
sufficiency.”

Two comments come to mind about Felt’s changes to the 1,000-man
withdrawal. First, his latest plan was problematic, because “individuals
could be withdrawn through the simple manipulation of the personnel
pipeline—by not sending a replacement for someone who was due to rotate
back to the U.S. or who had become ill or for other administrative reasons.
The pipeline could be turned back on as fast as it was turned off, so the only
real teeth in his 1,000-man withdrawal were the 500 men in units. Second,
and more importantly, Felt’s May 11 and July 21 plans both violated
Secretary McNamara’s directive that all of the 1,000 men in the withdrawal
had to be in real units.

Finally, on August 20, Taylor sent the JCS recommendation on the
1,000-man withdrawal to McNamara, saying he should approve the MACV-
CINCPAC proposed plan “in three to four increments for planning purpose
only.” Taylor urged that the final decision on the withdrawal plan “be
delayed until October.”981 On August 30, McNamara’s staff recommended
he approve the JCS proposal. However, they had discovered that many of
the “units” to be withdrawn were ad hoc creations of expendable support
personnel. McNamara’s staff warned him that public reaction to any



“phony” withdrawal would be damaging.982 They also suggested that actual
strength and authorized ceiling levels be publicized and closely monitored.
McNamara took their advice, and on September 3 he approved the JCS
recommendation but warned the chiefs not to create special units as a
means to cut back unnecessary personnel. The secretary also requested the
projected U.S. strength figures for the remainder of 1963.983

Did Secretary McNamara understand that Felt intended that only half
of the 1,000-man withdrawal would actually be units? Did he know and
approve of Felt’s argument that “the withdrawal of individual advisors is as
newsworthy as units”? There is no evidence that McNamara accepted this
logic. On the other hand, there is evidence that the secretary disapproved of
what Felt had proposed to do. What McNamara failed to do, however, was
to stubbornly refuse to approve the CINCPAC plan until Felt revised it
according to the DOD’s guidelines.

On September 6, 1963, the JCS notified CINCPAC of McNamara’s
final decision.984 The plan, said the chiefs, had been approved “for planning
purposes pending final decision on or about October 31.” McNamara, “in
reviewing your plan,” the chiefs said, “questioned the advisability of
creating special holding units if their only purpose is for withdrawing
individual advisors and headquarters personnel.” In other words, a patently
phony withdrawal plan would not fly in Washington. But since this
particular aspect had already been addressed by Felt’s July 21 message, it
left open the question of what to do about the secretary’s response. Finding
out whether half of the withdrawal would be listed as individuals or all of
them taken from real units was apparently still a question left on the table at
MACV and CINCPAC. It would not be answered until two days before the
Kennedy assassination, and that answer would not be good (see Chapter
Twenty-Two).

The Joint Chiefs asked CINCPAC to develop and forward a detailed
public affairs plan “treating the withdrawal as a package operation.” This
plan, the JCS said, should impress on both the American and foreign public
the following: that the government “is making progress against the VC”;
that, in short time, Vietnam would be able to successfully assume the
functions of certain U.S, units, thereby permitting their withdrawal; and,
now that South Vietnamese units have been trained to conduct the war on
their own against the communists, a portion of the U.S. forces could be
withdrawn. In their response to McNamara’s request for the U.S. military



strength figures, the chiefs said that the 1,000-man reduction would be
counted against the peak October strength of 16,732 men. The first
increment was scheduled to leave Vietnam in November, and the rest in
December.985

McNamara’s September 3 green light for the withdrawal came on the
heels of an important interview Kennedy gave the day before in Hyannis
Port.986 His remarks to Walter Cronkite included this often quoted passage:

I don’t think that unless a greater effort is made by the [South
Vietnamese] government to win popular support that the war can
be won there. In the final analysis, it is their war. They are the
ones who have to win it or lose it. We can help them, we can give
them equipment, we can send our men out there as advisors, but
they have to win it, the people of Vietnam, against the
communists.

Kennedy told Cronkite “I don’t think that the war can be won unless the
people support the effort and, in my opinion, in the last two months, the
government has gotten out of touch with the people.” With his own advisors
embroiled at that time in a secret debate over a coup against Diem (see
Chapter Eighteen), Kennedy was saying, in effect, that the ability to win the
war had slipped from Diem’s grasp. He was also talking, for the first time,
about the possibility of losing the war. And again, Kennedy was laying the
groundwork to blame the failure of the war on Diem.

Yet, in this Cronkite interview, the president did not miss the
opportunity to deliver another pat statement against withdrawal:

I don’t agree with those who say we should withdraw. That
would be a great mistake. I know people don’t like Americans to
be engaged in this kind of war effort. Forty-seven Americans
have been killed in combat with the enemy, but this is a very
important struggle even though it is far away.

It is important to point out that Kennedy was not saying he was opposed to
withdrawing if the war was being won. He made these remarks in order to
give the impression that he was opposed to withdrawing in a losing



situation. That was not true, but very few people knew that in September.
Yet, by then, the basic question—which should have been squarely
addressed in 1961—could no longer be avoided.

Can We Win in Vietnam?
Just as Taylor and McNamara were putting the finishing touches on the
withdrawal plan, shocking news of the war’s failure began bypassing the
barrier built by Taylor and reaching the president and his top advisors in
much broader daylight. This occurred partly because, during the fog of coup
planning in Washington, Kennedy had demanded unfiltered access to the
views of officials in Saigon. For example, Secretary of State Thuan—who
now feared for his life—had decided to tell the truth to the Americans as a
means of buying safe passage out of Vietnam. Negative reports like Thuan’s
were supplemented by others as the discussion began to vet the true
battlefield situation. The question of “whether we can win with Nhu and
Diem” began to look more like “can we win in Vietnam at all?”

When Harkins had been pressed to answer how he could help Lodge
put pressure on Diem, he answered that it could be done by showing Diem
how the present state of affairs is so detrimental to the war effort which had
been going so well.987 To underscore his point, Harkins reported that “In all
corps the war against the VC is progressing, although at a diminished rate.”
If Harkins’ intent was to reassure the president, he miscalculated. Even this
delicate formula of slowing progress could not soften the impact on
Kennedy: if the trend continued, a withdrawal tied to success was in
jeopardy.

That Kennedy was carefully studying each reported detail of
battlefield success or failure is attested to by the following episode. On
September 2, Nhu tried to trick Ambassador Lodge into believing three Viet
Cong battalions were waiting for Nhu’s permission to let them “desert.”
Nhu claimed this was the reason he could not leave Vietnam.988 Nhu’s
assertion went unfiltered to Kennedy. At the White House meeting the next
day the president, hopeful at the prospect, asked if there was any
“information” on this report. McCone explained to Kennedy that Nhu’s
claim was bogus.



Just as the screws holding down the facts about the war failure were
beginning to loosen, Taylor intervened in an attempt to keep the lid on tight.
Only moments before the September 3 White House meeting, he personally
hand-carried to the president a memorandum from himself devoted to the
battlefield situation.989 In the memo, Taylor assured Kennedy that, despite
the political unrest there, “military operations in Vietnam for the month of
August indicate favorable trends in all military activities.” To back up this
claim Taylor presented statistics—eerily reminiscent of the MACV briefing
to McNamara in May 1962—on how many offensive operations had been
conducted against the Viet Cong. Taylor added that “progress continues
with the Strategic Hamlet Program,” citing statistics on how many hamlets
existed and the “fact” that 76 percent of the rural population had been put in
them.

Taylor’s use of statistics was selective and highly misleading. “Not
surprisingly,” Andrew Krepinevich points out in his study of this period, the
figures Taylor used from MACV on the offensive operations failed to say
how many of them “had actually resulted in contact with enemy forces.”990

The true picture, of course, differed widely from that painted by Taylor.
Field reporting began to reflect a deterioration of the war situation by
August 1963, says George Allen, who had been reading the reports received
by DIA and CIA.991 One of these reports contained a conversation between
Ambassador Lodge and a provincial-level U.S. Information Agency
representative. When Lodge asked how the Strategic Hamlet Program was
going in the provinces, the man replied it was going terribly, adding that
three-quarters of the hamlets were “torn up.”

That things were declining on the home front as well became evident
on September 5, when hearings held by the Senate Foreign Relations
Committee revealed far-reaching doubts not only about the leadership of
Diem but also about the advisability of continued American participation on
the war. Senator Frank Church introduced a Senate resolution calling for a
suspension of American aid to Vietnam unless Diem undertook drastic
reforms. Hilsman sent this congressional “storm-warning to Lodge, who
replied that it might be helpful in his effort to dislodge Nhu and open the
way for a “showdown conference” with Diem.992

Taylor’s story of battlefield success came at a time when Kennedy’s
entire program was particularly vulnerable. Taylor’s September 3 memo
stood in stark contrast to Rusk’s opening comment at the September 6



White House meeting, which began before the president arrived.993 Rusk
said:

If the situation continues to deteriorate in Vietnam, if our
relations with Diem continue to deteriorate, and if U.S. domestic
opinion becomes strongly anti-Diem, we will be faced with no
alternative short of a massive U.S. military effort.

That remark is revealing not only because it is evidence that Rusk felt the
war was deteriorating, but also because it demonstrates that his answer to
that was large-scale American intervention. This is precisely the reason that
Rusk could not say, twenty years later, that—like McNamara, Mansfield,
Morse and others—Kennedy had taken him into his confidence and told
him the truth about his, Kennedy’s, ultimate intentions.

The discussion soon turned to press accounts that quoted Harkins as
saying that the South Vietnamese military efforts had been reduced by 50
percent. Bundy said he doubted Harkins had said this, and Krulak pointed
out that Harkins has said “the military effort had been affected but not
seriously.” At some point later in the meeting, it “developed” that the press
accounts had “misrepresented” Harkins, but the spectacle of so much
discussion in the White House on what Harkins was saying about the war’s
slowing success—and what others were saying about what he said—
illustrates how highly charged the issue of the battlefield situation had
become.

Robert Kennedy asked pointedly “whether we could win the war with
Nhu and Diem.” Rusk said the answer was no, as long as the Nhus
continued their present actions. The Attorney General and Rusk began to
spar with each other about press stories, and then Robert Kennedy made
this statement:

We have to be tough. Ambassador Lodge has to do more than say
our president is unhappy. We have to tell Diem that he must do
the things that we demand or we will have to cut down our effort
as forced by the U.S. public.



Moreover, “If we have concluded that we are going to lose with Diem, why
do we not grasp the nettle now?” he asked. Rusk countered with this
lecture: “Our actions should be taken in two or three bites. It is very serious
to threaten to pull out of Vietnam. If the Viet Cong takes over in Vietnam
we are in real trouble.”

Once again, the discussion seemed to be heading to a juncture where
the words “withdraw” and “losing” were about to be uttered in the same
breath. Here, not surprisingly, Taylor offered this positive comment: “Three
weeks ago we still believed that we could win the war with Diem. The Joint
Chiefs shared that view.” He then asked whether “recent events had
changed our view.” Robert Kennedy was obviously not interested in
framing the question that way. The minutes of the meeting indicate he
“asked again what we should do if we have concluded that we can’t win
with Diem.” McNamara replied that this question could not be answered
because there was not enough information in Washington, but Rusk said he
agreed that a “reassessment” was necessary. Robert Kennedy then asked if
it was possible to “get the views promptly of U.S. officers working with
Vietnamese military units.” McNamara said that he would have Harkins do
this “today.”

Taylor immediately countered with this proposal: why not have
General Krulak go to Vietnam? Taylor got his way: McNamara agreed, and
said Krulak should return within three days. McNamara then ordered
Krulak to leave within ninety minutes. The State Department wanted to
balance Krulak with their man Mendenhall. Hilsman later claimed that he
had to delay the departure of the plane until Mendenhall could get to the
airport.994 Rusk’s final comments before President Kennedy entered the
meeting are again revealing. The real questions, he said, were: “Can we win
in Vietnam? Can we contain criticism in the U.S.?” The minutes also
contain this statement:

Secretary Rusk described our present position as being stage one.
There may be no stage two if we decide to pull out. If we pull
out, we might tell Diem that we wish him well. Diem may be
able to win the war without us, but this is unlikely. Prior to
actually pulling out, we might want to consider promoting a
coup.



This remark deserves further comment. Since Rusk had already described
the war effort as deteriorating, we know what he meant by “stage one.” But
what did he mean by “stage two”? It obviously did not mean withdrawal,
because he had said pulling out would preclude stage two. The answer
comes from the remark he made at the beginning of the meeting—that if
things continued to deteriorate it would leave no alternative to “a massive
U.S. military effort.” Secretary Rusk’s stage two was massive U.S.
intervention in Vietnam with U.S. combat forces.

The Krulak-Mendenhall Trip
While Krulak and Mendenhall were scurrying around in Vietnam, some
important news from South Vietnamese leaders arrived in Washington. The
last decision made at the September 6 White House meeting was to contact
Thuan to see if he still felt Nhu had to be removed. Later that day the State
Department also instructed Lodge to get a move on in setting up his
overdue dialogue with Diem.995 When the news of Lodge’s showdown with
Diem came back it was as expected.996 No, Nhu could not go, Diem said:
“Why it would be out of the question for him to go away when he could do
so much for the Strategic Hamlets.” No, Nhu was not responsible for the
pagoda raids. “He has been very unjustly accused.” Finally, despite all of
the trouble he had been having, Diem claimed “the war was going very
well.”

While Lodge was meeting with Diem, Rufus C. Phillips, Assistant
Director for Rural Affairs, Operations Mission in Vietnam, was talking with
Thuan, and Phillips’ account about what Thuan said was shocking.997

Thuan reported the following: Nhu had accused Thuan of being “bought”
by the Americans and threatened to “certainly kill him” if he tried to resign.
Thuan said that Nhu was in effective control of the country, and that both
Nhu and Diem were “completely unrealistic about the progress of the war.”
A senior official of the hamlet program had reported the war would be lost
by 1965, and this same official felt—and Thuan agreed—that the
government “is losing the war in the Delta now.” The Americans should cut
off aid to show they mean business, and all of the Vietnamese military
officers were looking to the Americans for leadership and most would



follow the American lead. Thuan asked if the Americans would get him out
of the country.

Thuan’s comments, of course, went straight to Kennedy and everyone
else in Washington. A cable to counter Thuan’s claim that the war was
being lost also went to Kennedy—but not to everyone else. It was a
preliminary report by Krulak on the crucial Delta area near Saigon, where
he had talked with thirty-five U.S. advisors.998 Krulak reported that these
advisors held the following “uniform” views:

They are attentive to fighting the war, certain that steady progress
is being made, convinced that [the] present thrust will ultimately
bring victory, assured that their units are worrying about the Viet
Cong and not about politics or religion, generally unwilling to
say categorically that [the] war effort has slowed, but anxious to
illustrate that the change has been small.

Almost as soon as the telegram come off the wire, “someone” at a White
House meeting on the test ban treaty pulled it out and showed it to Kennedy
immediately afterward.999 Hilsman and Harriman were “sore as hell” over
this tactic, which they called “dirty pool” by the Pentagon. The State
Department had not been given a copy of the telegram and had called the
National Security Council and asked Bundy’s assistant, Bob Komer to
“spring it.”

Apparently, there had been an agreement to wait until Krulak and
Mendenhall returned before passing on their comments to the president, and
the move after the test ban session had subverted this agreement.
Mendenhall had in fact already cabled a preliminary report of his own to the
State Department the same day—September 9.1000 Fear “pervades” South
Vietnam’s major cities, Mendenhall said, which “have been living under a
reign of terror which continues.” In the “cities of hate,” he said, Vietnamese
fear to be seen with Americans.” The army situation in the Northern
provinces was a “mixed picture,” he said, with the top commanders
predictably loyal and an undetermined degree of dissatisfaction below
them. In some of the Northern provinces the war “appears to be taking [a]
downturn,” he said, and the Viet Cong were regaining coastal areas they
had been pushed out of earlier.



Krulak and Mendenhall arrived in Saigon at 6:00 A.M. on September
8, parted company and agreed to meet thirty-six hours later to return home.
Krulak interviewed more than eighty American military advisors, while
Mendenhall talked to Vietnamese and American civilian officials in the
central coastal provinces. There was no love lost between Krulak and
Mendenhall, but there was even worse blood between Krulak and John
Mecklin, Counselor for Public Affairs in Vietnam, who had been invited,
along with Phillips, to return with Krulak and Mendenhall and deliver his
views to the president. During the flight back to Washington, Krulak
noticed that Mecklin was bringing home some evidence of the Diem
government’s misdeeds,” including several cans of television film they had
tried to censor. Krulak angrily protested that South Vietnam was a
sovereign nation and that its laws had to be respected. He told Mecklin it
was wrong to “smuggle,” and ordered the film removed from the plane. In a
later interview with William Rust, Krulak said he “suggested that Mecklin
needn’t leave the film unattended—he could always remain with it in
Alaska.”1001

The plane carrying the party from Saigon landed in Washington at
5:00 A.M. on September 10. Five and a half hours later, the group was in a
White House meeting. It began with Krulak briefing the president on his
main conclusions.1002 He said that “The shooting war was still going ahead
at an impressive pace. It has been affected adversely by the political crisis,
but the impact is not great.” The Viet Cong were still strong in the Delta, so
“there was plenty of war left to fight” in that region. The U.S.-Vietnamese
military relationship had not been damaged by the political crisis, and while
some officers would like to see Nhu go, few would “extend” their necks out
to bring it about. Krulak’s bottom line was this: “The Viet Cong war will be
won if the current U.S. military and sociological programs are pursued,
irrespective of the grave defects in the ruling regime.”

Then it was Mendenhall’s turn. He said he found “a virtual
breakdown” of the civil government in Saigon and a pervasive atmosphere
of fear and hate. He argued that “the war against the Viet Cong has become
secondary to the ‘war’ against the regime. He concluded by saying that “the
war against the Viet Cong could not be won if Nhu remains in Vietnam.”
Incredulous, Kennedy asked, “The two of you did visit the same country,
didn’t you?”



Nolting, ever the defender of Diem, began to pick on Mendenhall,
arguing that “the present government will bear the weight of our program.”
The president, however, still amazed, interrupted: how could it be that “two
people who had observed the same area could have such divergent
reactions?” Hilsman responded that “it was the difference between a
military and a political view.”1003 Krulak, seemingly always at odds with
Hilsman, recalls it this way:

After a period of silence, when it became evident that no one else
was going to respond, I suggested to the president that the
answer was plain—that Mendenhall had given a metropolitan
viewpoint on Vietnam; and that I had given him a national
viewpoint.1004

It was obvious the two men had very different views about what the U.S.
should do in Vietnam. Krulak and Mendenhall disliked each other intensely,
and on the trip back, when they should have been coordinating their reports,
“They spoke to each other only when it was unavoidable.”1005

It was Phillips’ turn next. He reported that there was a crisis of
confidence in Vietnam “not only between the Vietnamese people and their
government but [also] between the Vietnamese and the Americans.” He said
no one would run any great risk until the U.S. took a real stand, and he
added: “The Vietnamese do not lack the guts to move against the
government once they are sure of the U.S. position.” Phillips had a plan:

We need a man to guide and operate a campaign to isolate the
Nhus and to convince the government and people that the U.S.
will not support a government with Nhu in it, thus encouraging
them to do the job if Diem won’t come around.

The one man for this job, Phillips said, was Edward Lansdale, who should
be a special assistant to the ambassador.

Phillips went on to say that “we are indeed losing the war,” and that
things were in a “tragic state” in the Delta. Philips delivered a devastating
blow to Krulak’s account on the hamlets—which had relied on data from



Harkins that focused specifically on the Delta province of Long An, where
Krulak said, there had been a 300 percent increase in the number of
Strategic Hamlets since January 1963.1006 Phillips came to this meeting
loaded for bear on the hamlets in Long An. Using the recent reporting from
a U.S. Army Major about the situation there, Phillips countered that “60
percent of the Strategic Hamlets had been overrun” in Long An; and with
all due respect to General Krulak, “the military campaign was not going
forward satisfactorily.” The hamlets in the Delta were being “chewed to
pieces,” he added—with fifty of them recently overrun. Phillips’ facts so
thoroughly demolished Krulak that Kennedy made a point of offering the
embarrassed general a chance to recoup. Krulak, however, could only
retreat with the comment that he preferred “General” Harkins’ assessment
to “Mr.” Phillips assessment.1007

At this point, Harriman, who had been quiet the entire time, went after
Krulak with all the venom he could muster. Halberstam provides this
account:

Harriman said he was not surprised that Krulak was taking
Harkins’ side—indeed he would be upset if he did not. Harriman
said that he had known Krulak for several years and had always
known him to be wrong, and was sorry to say, but he considered
Krulak and damn fool.1008

Phillips came out on top in the meeting and in the brouhaha that followed,
but the Army major who had written the Long An report did not. According
to Halberstam, General Richard Stillwell led a subsequent investigation to
find out how Phillips got the report. There was thought of charging the
major with a security violation until Ambassador Lodge intervened. The
major, however, was reprimanded, given a bad efficiency report and
transferred.1009

When it was Mecklin’s turn, he said he agreed with Phillips’
pessimistic conclusions about the deleterious effect of Diem’s government
on the war effort, but that U.S. combat troops—not a suspension of aid—
was the answer.1010 Mecklin later wrote that the events in the months that
followed reinforced his belief that the U.S. should be ready to use American
forces as a last resort to save South Vietnam from the communists.1011



Kennedy, of course, ignored Mecklin’s suggestion and ordered his advisors
to prepare papers on specific steps that might be taken for a gradual and
selective cut in aid. Mecklin later wrote that he found Kennedy “wholly
undecided but profoundly uncomfortable about the suggestion that the U.S.
should apply sanctions against a non-communist, sovereign regime, much
less try to unseat it.”1012

Unhappy at the spectacle that had taken place in this meeting,
Kennedy lectured those present about how disturbed he was that officials in
Washington and Saigon were fighting “our own battles” in the newspapers.
He said he wanted these different views “fought out at this table” instead.
According to Forrestal, however, the president was, in fact, just as alarmed
and irritated by the divisions that were deepening among his advisors. “This
is impossible,” Kennedy said afterward. “We can’t run a policy when there
are such divergent views on the same set of facts.”1013

The group reconvened—away from the president—at 5:45 P.M. in the
State Department.1014 The meeting was futile and grew contentious when
McNamara and Harriman squared off. McNamara said the U.S. should try
to change Diem, and that “our present policy,” meaning getting rid of him,
“was not viable.” He knew of no alternative to Diem, he said, and by trying
to overthrow him the U.S. was “making it impossible” to continue working
with him. McNamara therefore proposed going back to where they had
been three weeks earlier, and, in effect, “start a clean slate.”

The record shows that “Harriman stated his flat disagreement” with
McNamara’s remarks. Starting with a clean slate was “not permissible,” he
said and added:

We have to operate within the public statements already made by
the president; that we cannot begin afresh, overlooking the fact
that Diem had gravely offended the world community.

Diem had created a situation “where we cannot back him,” Harriman said.
McCone defended McNamara’s position, and expressed “doubt that
alternative leadership existed in Vietnam.” The president’s advisors found
themselves hopelessly split and becoming more so every day. This
dichotomy was paralleled in military planning: the withdrawal plan ran



sharply counter to another—more secret—plan, this one being developed
by CINCPAC.

The Genesis of Oplan 34A
At the May 6, 1963, SECDEF conference, item five on the agenda
concerned South Vietnamese operations against North Vietnam, and the
record of the meeting parenthetically indicates that this item was “being
reported separately by Gen. Krulak.”1015 A brief footnote to this record in
the State Department history tells us only that “no such report has been
found.” It is likely that the discussion of agenda item five planted the seed
for what later became CINCPAC OPLAN 34A and the secret American
actions that led to the Gulf of Tonkin incidents in August 1964 that opened
the door for full scale American intervention in Vietnam. “The covert
program was spawned,” according to The Pentagon Papers, in May of
1963, when the JCS directed CINCPAC to prepare a plan for South
Vietnamese “hit and run” operations against North Vietnam.1016 The work
that went into this plan was eventually honed further by an
interdepartmental committee formed by President Johnson on December 21,
1963, and chaired by General Krulak. Prior to that time, OPLAN 34A had a
hazy history, beginning with the disappearance of Krulak’s presentation to
the May 1963 SECDEF meeting.

What began as CINCPAC OPLAN 34-63 was the first major
comprehensive American plan for covert actions against North Vietnam. In
keeping with the tenets laid down by President Kennedy’s post Bay of Pigs
directive—NSAM-55—large, covert paramilitary operations were to be
controlled by the Department of Defense instead of the CIA. After the
SECDEF meeting, Taylor’s order to Felt to prepare the plan said the hit-
and-run operations were to be “non-attributable,”1017 presumably in the
same manner as the U.S. Farm Gate missions then being flown inside South
Vietnam. Although described as South Vietnamese operations against North
Vietnam, they were to be carried out “with U.S. military material, training
and advisory assistance.” Admiral Felt had been pushing for such an action
against North Vietnam anyway, and his staff had completed work on the
plan and sent it to the JCS on June 17.1018 We know that JCS Chairman



Taylor “approved” it twelve weeks later on September 9, apparently without
any changes, but what happened to it in the interim is still unclear.

The Navy history of the war suggests an attempt was made to get the
operations moving right away, but due to “various difficulties” this was
unsuccessful.1019 Delays in the operational employment to the Pacific of
two fast patrol boats, to be used in the maritime phase of the plan,
“prevented quick approval and implementing of the proposed program.”
Further, Diem’s government, “preoccupied with internal political troubles,
evinced little enthusiasm for these extraterritorial actions.” Taylor did not
send the plan he had approved to McNamara, so neither the secretary nor
the White House was informed. Taylor sat on the plan for two and a half
months before allowing it to be shown to McNamara—at the November 20
Honolulu SECDEF conference, two days before the Kennedy assassination.
By that time, however, the plan included the unilateral use of American
forces against North Vietnam.

The three-day period of September 9-11, then, presents a memorable
sequence of events. On the first day, Taylor, acting on his own, approved
the plan for covert operations against North Vietnam, which would
ultimately lead to the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution and full scale American
intervention in the war. On the second day, Krulak and Mendenhall
presented President Kennedy with nearly opposite accounts of what was
going on in Vietnam and what to do about it. On the third day, Taylor,
responding to a request from McNamara, scheduled the first increment of
the 1,000-man withdrawal from Vietnam to begin in November. The issue
of how many men would be in real units still hung fire. In retrospect, the
escalatory nature of the covert program seems as antithetical to the de-
escalatory nature of the withdrawal as Krulak’s and Mendenhall’s proposals
were to each other.

The meaning behind this pattern of contradictions is clear. The
Kennedy administration was deeply divided, not only over what to do about
Diem, but also about staying in Vietnam at all. Until Kennedy’s
assassination, the withdrawal plan was hotly debated while OPLAN 34A
remained hidden. After the assassination, the withdrawal plan withered,
while OPLAN 34A blossomed. Obviously, Kennedy was not planning such
a profound reversal. Was this reversal just one more of the profound
coincidences of the Vietnam War?
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Chapter 20

Fork in the Road

The Latest Lodge Report
he time has come for the U.S. to use what effective sanctions it has
to bring about the fall of the existing government,”1020 wrote

Ambassador Lodge about the Diem regime—just eighteen days after his
arrival in Vietnam. His call, in a September 11 cable, to overthrow Diem
precipitated a new round of debate in the Kennedy administration that only
the president could resolve. Have you “seen the latest Lodge report from
Vietnam?” Bundy asked Forrestal at a meeting the next morning—it “was
one of his best.”1021 Surely, Bundy added, this would lead Kennedy to call a
meeting on Vietnam today. When someone remarked that Diem’s brother
Archbishop Thuc was coming to the U.S. to make arrangements for the visit
of Madame Nhu, Bundy said, “This was the first time the world has been
faced with the collective madness in a ruling family since the days of the
czars.”

Bundy was right. Kennedy, after reading Lodge’s cable, called a
meeting of his top advisors. The group was to assemble at 6:00 P.M. and the
president would join them after they had discussed the cable. Bundy called
Rusk at 11:35 A.M., and told the secretary that the president felt Lodge’s
assessment was “the most powerful he has seen on this situation.”1022

Would the secretary be going to the Balance of Payments meeting at 5:00?
Bundy wanted to know. Rusk said he “understood only Ken Galbraith
would be there.” Well, it’s your choice, but there won’t be any decisions
made, Bundy said, to which Rusk replied he “had better stay with
Vietnam.” That was what Bundy wanted. He had been working hard with



Harriman, Hilsman, Forrestal, and Lodge to get U.S. policy off the fence
and get rid of Nhu, and the Secretary of State—up to that point—appeared
to be supporting their view.

Rusk’s last definitive comment on this matter was made at the end of
the September 6 discussion just before the president had entered the room.
At that time, Rusk seemed to be saying that if the war could not be won
with Diem, then a coup against him should be considered. He had been
fairly quiet at the September 10 Krulak-Mendenhall presidential briefing
debacle, emerging only toward the end to say that all the reports needed to
be digested to figure out “what it was” that “has changed all our views that
the war could not be won with the Diem government.” Rusk had been
absent from the stormy meeting later that same day, at which McNamara
and Harriman clashed, splitting the group into two distinct camps for and
against a coup. In his telephone call to Rusk, Bundy confided his personal
view about that meeting. It “was difficult,” he said; “McNamara and Taylor
just don’t buy the assessment this is going to get worse and something must
be done.” Bundy told Rusk that McNamara and Taylor disagreed with
Lodge’s cable. Bundy also reported, however, that McNamara was prepared
to “mobilize” the Defense Department to bring down Diem’s government
“if the president decides to.”

Bundy further divulged his personal opinion that it was easier for
McNamara to do this than for the Defense Department as a whole. As for
the State Department, Bundy said, “Harriman just says the decision has
been made and this is the way we want it.” Rusk said he would spend the
rest of the day on this matter, adding that what bothered him was that Lodge
had not really confronted Diem yet. That observation was valid, but did it
mean that the secretary was having second thoughts about forcing the issue
over Nhu? There had been no chance to lay it out before Diem, Bundy said,
defending Lodge. Bundy referred Rusk to what the ambassador had said in
his cable, and added, “Hilsman knows the rest of the details.” Those
“details” were in two papers1023 Bundy had asked Hilsman to prepare on
U.S. objectives in Vietnam, and on pressures that could force Diem to
“meet our demands,” and in two other papers1024 that Hilsman had drafted.
One of these was a plan for reconciliation with Diem, and the second a
proposal to pressure and persuade him. All four would be shown to those
attending the 6:00 P.M. meeting on September 11.



When the meeting began, Rusk, not Bundy, was presiding, reading
excerpts from cables, and announcing his opinions about what was
“important”; what “we ought to try to define”; under what conditions we
“should leave” Vietnam; what we “don’t know”; what he “doubted”; and
what “the next step” should be.1025 As the other men sat and listened to this
long soliloquy from the secretary of state, they may have wondered, with
some justification, why his comments in previous meetings had been much
briefer. What Harriman, Hilsman, and Forrestal gradually began to realize
as Rusk droned on, line after line, was that the secretary was not on their
side anymore—if, indeed, he ever had been.

Rusk said, “Nhu probably has to go, but this did not mean we had to
turn against Diem.” He said it was possible to work with Diem and maybe
even persuade him to “separate from Nhu.” Lodge, Rusk said, had been
unable to “break through to Diem and conduct meaningful conversations.”
Rusk made clear his opposition to cutting back aid that benefitted the war
effort or the Vietnamese people. What had to be done now was for Lodge to
“wrestle” with Diem to “get him to make changes in the government [that]
we feel are essential if the war effort is to succeed.” He said the degree of
urgency should be measured in weeks, and added, “We are not in a hurry in
terms of the coming days.” Those present were then treated to a Rusk
lecture on Chinese history and how the U.S. had made the mistake of not
backing Chiang Kai-shek and thus letting Mao take over. “Perhaps we
could assist Diem,” Rusk said, returning to the present day, “in finding out
whether the Viet Cong was responsible for instigating the student riots.”

When the secretary’s extraordinary speech was finished, Taylor
immediately struck while the iron was still hot. He liked the idea of
examining what was happening in Vietnam against the perspective of the
loss of China, and who, he asked, would possibly think of organizing
religious and political opposition to an existing government that was
engaged in a civil war? —implying that the communists were behind the
unrest. Lincoln, he added, would never have given into religious and
political unrest in the American Civil War. Irritated with the way things
were going, Hilsman interrupted, saying that “we had never accused the
Vietnamese of religious persecution, but only religious oppression.” Taylor,
however, was on a roll, and again he suggested that the government’s
actions should be evaluated in the context of a civil war; he advocated
avoiding “pin pricks which serve to annoy Diem.”



Bundy eventually got the other side going by saying “we should start
pressures against Diem.” Hilsman managed to present, in piecemeal
fashion, his plan to pressure Diem, but ran into trouble with Taylor and
McCone on a point or two. Then Taylor stated flatly that Hilsman’s idea
would not succeed if Nhu chose to resist. What would we do if it fails?
Taylor asked. Bundy defended it: “We need not look at the plan in such
black and white terms.” There could be an “interim target” and then a later
decision if more “drastic action” was necessary. Rusk reiterated that the
next step was to explain the American position to Diem. Rusk had clearly
prepared for this meeting and had thrown his weight successfully against
the idea of a coup.

The men then adjourned to the cabinet room and were joined by the
president.1026 Rusk reviewed what had been said so far. Hilsman
summarized his plan to pressure Diem. Bundy pointed out that Lodge
wanted a suspension of aid. Gilpatric countered that this would hurt the war
effort. Why not just evacuate dependents instead? He asked. Any reference
to the battlefield could always draw Kennedy out and this was no exception.
Kennedy asked “whether deterioration has set in and whether the situation
was serious.” McCone said it might become serious in three months, but
McNamara said this could not be estimated, and that there had been as yet
“no serious effect on the war effort.”

It soon became evident that Rusk and Kennedy had probably
coordinated their strategy that afternoon. Had the letter he asked to be
prepared for Diem been done? No, Bundy said. He explained that “it was
felt” a letter from the president to Diem asking him to silence Madame Nhu
was too difficult to write because this was a “family matter.” It would be
better for Lodge to handle this “orally.” Bundy hadn’t gotten the drift of
what was happening, so Kennedy then made his point crystal clear:

The president said his idea of a letter was to spell out our general
view toward the situation faced by Diem. This is one method of
getting Ambassador Lodge going on his conversation with Diem.
The letter would not be released to the press. He asked that a
draft of our concerns and our complaints be prepared for him.



Kennedy said instructions needed to be sent to Lodge that would include a
request that he “hush up the press in Saigon.” Lodge should be told to
express “our concerns to Diem and get a response from him.”1027

Once again the advocates for a coup had failed to get strong
presidential action, as neither Hilsman’s plan to pressure Diem nor Lodge’s
call to overthrow him were approved. They did not come away entirely
empty-handed, however. Kennedy did agree that, for the next few days, all
aid decisions should be held up.

Presidential Guidance Requested
The rift between the Defense and State departments so deepened over
September 10 and 11, that one of the few ideas that had not produced an
argument was Gilpatric’s suggestion to evacuate American dependents as a
way of indicating to Diem how strongly the U.S. felt about the changes they
wanted him to make. That is, until Harkins heard about it. Krulak, who
cabled Harkins right after the September 11 White House meeting, received
an angry response the following day.1028 “It’s all right to plan evacuation of
U.S. dependents,” Harkins began, “but let’s stop there unless we’re going to
give up [Southeast Asia], and we must never do that.” The Buddhist protest,
of course, was “another well-organized covertly led communist trick. And a
tough one to handle—but another must.” Harkins added this plea:

We have chosen to fight communist aggression here in Southeast
Asia; and we must be prepared to meet every form at every
crossroad. … No we haven’t lost this one by a long shot and we
must not take counsel in our fears. Perhaps some of the tools are
tired and worn—having been practically at war since 1945 they
must be. So it’s another must for us to sharpen the cutting edges
of the old or come up with some new, and get on with the
offensive. “Amen.”

It would be quite a while before his prayer was answered in Washington.
For the time being, discord and dissent reigned there.

Another large meeting of administration officials—minus the
president—took place on the evening of September 12.1029 McGeorge



Bundy, not Rusk, presided over this meeting, and he opened up with the
Harkins invocation from Saigon, drawing attention to the comment “that the
communists had deeply infiltrated the Buddhists and students.” McCone
said the CIA had “little specific information” on this claim, and there
followed an inconclusive discussion on the matter.

The group spent most of its time discussing a draft telegram to Lodge
written by Rusk.1030 In it, Rusk had said this:

The key question is what has gone wrong to block or reverse the
favorable developments of the first six months of this year when
we were beginning to feel that a corner had been turned and that
we could anticipate a successful conclusion.

Rusk had also added this bit of doublespeak: “I agree fully with your sense
of urgency which I am inclined to measure in weeks rather than days.”
Rusk’s draft, in essence, soft-pedaled what should be done about Diem. The
minutes of the meeting state that the group then engaged in a “considerable
discussion” about the impact on Lodge of the proposed cable. A
considerable argument would have been a more appropriate description.
Bundy charged, “It would convey a major change in policy, from one of
urgent action to one of restrained sequential steps.” At length, Bundy won
his point that the draft did exhibit a major change in policy and so the draft
was rejected. From there, however, the meeting degenerated into several
points of disagreement.

The next five days did absolutely nothing to break the impasse or
reduce the confusion building in the administration. Lodge warned that
someone had better be thinking what to do if Nhu negotiated with Hanoi
and asked the U.S. to withdraw.1031 Lodge also asked that the CIA Station
Chief, John Richardson, be replaced by Ed Lansdale.1032 McCone called
Rusk and refused the Lansdale appointment;1033 McCone forwarded a
Saigon CIA assessment arguing against a go-slow approach.1034 Harriman
sent a letter to Lodge telling him that his divergence with Harkins was
causing “confusion” and asking him to explain the differences.1035 The
September 16 daily White House staff meeting found McGeorge Bundy
backpedaling somewhat, Forrestal trying to follow suit but nonetheless



unable to hide his eagerness to dump Diem, and the CIA growing impatient
with the Pentagon’s gradualism.1036

That same morning, a group of administration officials convened at
the State Department to hear what some CIA experts had to say about the
situation in Saigon. This gathering managed to avoid discussions and
further arguing. Rusk, however, could not help but say that of the two latest
Hilsman papers—one outlining a conciliatory track and the other a
pressures track—he preferred conciliation.1037 In a memo written to Rusk
immediately after the meeting, Hilsman, explaining his papers, said point-
blank: “My own judgment is that the ‘Reconciliation Track’ will not
work.”1038 One interesting detail in the answers provided by the CIA
experts was the fact that the coup plots in Saigon generally pivoted around a
quick, violent attack on the palace and assassination.

The Kennedy administration had come to a full stop on Vietnam
policy. The mood in the White House was glum. “I am trying this
memorandum,” said Forrestal to Bundy on September 16, “mainly as an
exercise in relieving some of my own frustrations.”1039 He continued:

I think we have come to a position of stall in our attempts to
develop a Washington consensus. For a week now the
fundamental attitudes of the principal officers in the government
have remained unchanged.

He complained that Harriman saw the solution as a change of government
in Saigon, while McNamara viewed the problem in terms of how many of
the enemy could be killed. “Each fundamentally views the other’s position
as an impractical one.” New information, Forrestal said, would not lead
either to change their position. “This leads me to the conclusion that the
government situation here requires presidential guidance.”

It is possible that Bundy sent this memo to the president, who made a
major decision the next day. This decision, however, was not the one
Forrestal wanted and it did not break the impasse or provide any guidance.
At 4:20 P.M. Harriman, who had just read a draft of a cable the president
was getting ready to send to Lodge, called Forrestal to say he and Hilsman
were “very much disappointed” with it.1040 Kennedy was sending to
Vietnam “two men opposed to our policy,” Harriman complained, “plus one



who wouldn’t stand up to carry out policy.” McNamara and Taylor were the
two men Harriman was talking about, and the president’s idea of sending
them to Vietnam was “a disaster,” he said. Forrestal agreed, and explained
the trip had been added after he had seen the draft, meaning that he had not
anticipated it.

The cable, which was sent on September 17, boiled down to an
instruction for Lodge to again talk to Diem and report back before any
decision would be reached in Washington.1041 “We see no good
opportunity,” the cable said, for action to remove Diem “in the immediate
future.” Bundy explained to Rusk, McNamara, and others that the cable was
“a final effort of persuasion and pressure short of a decision to dump the
regime no matter what. The cable noted Lodge’s “reluctance” to talk with
Diem, but said, “We ourselves can see much virtue in [an] effort to reason
even with an unreasonable man when he is on a collision course.” The cable
then explained the rationale for the McNamara-Taylor trip in this way:

Meanwhile, there is increasing concern here with [the] strictly
military aspects of the problem, both in terms of actual progress
of operations and of [the] need to make [an] effective case with
Congress for continued prosecution of the effort. To meet these
needs, [the] president has decided to send [the] Secretary of
Defense and General Taylor to Vietnam, arriving early next
week.

In other words, the story of winning in Vietnam had been so critically
wounded that the president was putting his top military advisors on the line,
and they would have to report not only to him but also to the Congress on
the true battlefield situation.

Lodge immediately cabled the president directly that such a trip
“would certainly put a wet blanket on those working for a change of
government.”1042 They would all have to call on Diem, Lodge complained,
just at the time when Lodge’s “policy of silence” was beginning to get “the
family in the mood to make a few concessions.” This advantage would
“obviously be lost,” Lodge concluded, “if we make such a dramatic
demonstration as that of having the Secretary of Defense and General
Taylor out here.” Kennedy sent a cable straight back to Lodge saying he



appreciated the ambassador’s views, but that “my need for this visit is very
great indeed.”1043

What were these “very great” needs? One of them, argues Andrew
Krepinevich, was to keep the military “on board” with his program, since
Kennedy’s fear was that the Joint Chiefs “might seek congressional support
to widen the war.”1044 Krepinevich’s analysis is certainly borne out by the
sort of operations that were being contemplated in the still developing
OPLAN 34-63. Kennedy’s needs, however, involved much more than that.

The President’s Needs
One of the president’s great needs was to preserve his plan to extricate the
U.S. from the quicksand of Vietnam, a task made vastly more complex by
the political collapse of the Diem regime during the summer of 1963. On
September 9, newsman David Brinkley had astutely asked Kennedy if the
U.S. was “locked into a policy” that was difficult to change. The president
responded this way:

Yes, that is true. … We have felt for the last two years that the
struggle against the communists was going better. Since June,
however, [because of] the difficulties with the Buddhists, we
have been concerned about a deterioration, particularly in the
Saigon area against the communists. On the other hand, we have
to deal with the government there. That produces a kind of
ambivalence in our efforts which exposes us to some
criticism.1045

To repeat again, most of the president’s advisors—with the exception of the
Rural Affairs officer in Vietnam, Rufus Phillips—had not told him that the
Buddhist crisis had led to a noteworthy decrease in the war effort,
especially around Saigon. Kennedy’s response to Brinkley’s question
underscores just how closely the president was watching the unfolding
situation in Vietnam. His still secret plan to withdraw was increasingly
imperiled by it.

Brinkley’s next question was just as astute. It was a question that the
president was not prepared—yet—to truthfully answer: If South Vietnam



falls will the rest of Southeast Asia fall too? Kennedy’s answer makes clear
the extent to which he was prepared to go in order to deny his opponents,
on both sides of the aisle, political ammunition:

No, I believe it. I believe it. I think that the struggle is close
enough. China is so large, looms so high just beyond the frontiers
that if South Vietnam went, it would not only give them an
improved geographic position for a guerrilla assault on Malaya,
but would also give the impression that the wave of the future in
Southeast Asia was China and the communists. So I believe it. …
What I am concerned about is that Americans will get impatient
and say they don’t like events in Southeast Asia or they don’t
like the government in Saigon that we should withdraw. I think
we should stay. We should use our influence in as effective a way
as we can, but we should not withdraw.

There seems little point in pondering whether this affirmation of the domino
theory was feigned. What it does call attention to is the desperation of
Kennedy’s dilemma and the poignancy of that moment. The president was
erecting an alibi—creating a record that showed he was on the side of
sticking it out while, in fact, he was planning a retreat.

The fact that Kennedy had stuck it out for two and a half years may
attenuate his pretense somewhat. But he had already delivered his defense
to Kenny O’Donnell: getting out of Vietnam depended on his getting
reelected. Kennedy and McNamara were also working on the same page.
McNamara’s upcoming trip was really a strategy of putting the withdrawal
in “concrete” before the chance to start it vanished. Schlesinger’s
contention, that a Lemay-type president who would bomb Vietnam “back to
the Stone Age” was the only alternative, poses the classic moral and
philosophical problem: does the end justify the means? In his duplicity, was
the president acting for a higher, nobler cause? Or simply trying to get
himself reelected” Or, perhaps, both?

Consider the remarks that Kennedy made at his September 12 press
conference:



I think I have stated what my view is and we are for those things
and those policies which help win the war there. That is why
some 25,000 Americans have travelled 10,000 miles to
participate in that struggle. What helps win the war, we support;
what interferes with the war effort, we oppose. I have already
made it clear that any action by any government which may
handicap the winning of the war is inconsistent with our policy
objectives. … We have a very simple policy in that area, I think.
In some ways I think the Vietnamese people and ourselves agree:
we want the war to be won, the communists to be contained, and
the Americans to go home. That is our policy. I am sure it is the
policy of the people of Vietnam. But we are not there to see a
war lost, and will follow the policy which I have indicated today
of advancing those causes and issues which help win the war.1046

[Emphasis added]

Buried just under the surface of these remarks is a threat to the Diem
regime whose actions, in Kennedy’s view, had handicapped the war effort.
But, at a deeper level, all the elements of Kennedy’s dilemma were present:
American advisors in a combat situation and a president committed to
winning the war and bringing them home. Winning and bringing them
home, however, as Kennedy well knew, would be like having his cake and
eating it too. The truth was, in Kennedy’s view, that bringing them home
required winning not the war in Vietnam but the upcoming presidential
election in the U.S.

The fiction of continued success had become more necessary than ever
to justify the beginning of a withdrawal which if not begun immediately—
in the view of Kennedy and McNamara—might never happen. At this same
press conference, a reporter asked the president whether he had been
“operating on the basis of incorrect and inadequate information.” Kennedy
replied:

I am operating on the basis of really, the unanimous views and
opinions expressed by the most experienced Americans there—in
the military, diplomatic, AID agency, the Voice of America, and



others—who have only one interest, and that is to see the war
end successfully as quickly as possible.

Of course, the battlefield information had been incorrectly reported since
early 1962, and the spectacle of the president telling this press conference
that his administration was unanimous in its views on Vietnam underlines
how “very great” his needs had become. He needed unity, progress on the
battlefield, and a recommendation from McNamara and Taylor that the
withdrawal could begin. Save for unity, this was precisely what he was
about to get.

The McNamara-Taylor Trip
As the weather cooled down in Washington, which it normally does toward
the end of September, the increasing frictions in U.S. Vietnam policy gave
the administration no break from the heat. As the McNamara-Taylor
departure date approached, the needle on everyone’s stress meter stayed
pegged on maximum while fragments of news from Saigon—some
disturbing, others tantalizing—found their way to the nation’s capital. On
September 19, there was a new zinger from Lodge, recapping his
impressions during a dinner the previous evening with Nhu:

Nhu is always a striking figure. He has a handsome, cruel face
and is obviously intelligent. His talk last night was like a
phonograph record and, in spite of his obvious ruthlessness and
cruelty, one feels sorry for him. He is wound up as tight as a
wire. He appears to be a lost soul, a haunted man who is caught
in a vicious circle. The Furies are after him.1047

Then there was ex-Ambassador Tran Van Chuong, who called on Taylor the
same day. Taylor, busy preparing for his trip, wrote this about Chuong’s
visit:

The purpose was to warn me against the optimistic reports on the
military situation coming from military officials in South



Vietnam. He is convinced that the basic facts are quite
different.1048

There was an even more startling report the next day in a cable from Saigon
on what General “Big” Minh had just said about the situation in Vietnam:

Minh thought [the] VC were gaining steadily in strength and 80
percent of the population now have no basis for choice between
[the government] and VC. … Lifting of martial law was simply
eyewash for the Americans. The situation remains the same.
Arrests were continuing, and Minh remarked that the two
guardhouses outside his headquarters were full of prisoners. …
In hypothetical terms, he said that [a] coup would have to be
carried out suddenly and with complete success, so as to leave no
opportunity for Viet Cong exploitation and to avoid risk of civil
war.1049

There seemed no point to have any more large meetings in the White House
to hash out what all the indicators meant. The next big session would not
take place until September 23—the day that McNamara and Taylor would
leave for Saigon—so the news just continued piling up in a giant heap,
waiting for the two men to return from the battlefield, wave their magic
wand, and sort it all out.

On September 21, however, Kennedy did put pen to paper to explain,
as he had done to Taylor in October 1961, the purpose of this trip.1050 He
began, “I am asking you to go because of my desire to have the best
possible on-the-spot appraisal of the military and paramilitary effort to
defeat the Viet Cong.” The program had brought heartening results, he said,
“at least until recently.” Kennedy continued:

The events in South Vietnam since May have now raised serious
questions both about the present prospects for success against the
Viet Cong and still more about the future effectiveness of this
effort unless there can be important political improvement in the



country. It is in this context that I now need your appraisal of the
situation.

The “question of the progress of the contest” was of the first importance,
the president concluded, and “you should take as much time as is necessary
for a thorough examination both in Saigon and in the field.”

At a meeting in the White House the morning of McNamara’s and
Taylor’s departure, the president added additional comments to his written
instructions.1051 He said that during visits with Diem, the two men should
press reforms on him “as a pragmatic necessity and not as a moral
judgment.” Kennedy also emphasized to McNamara “the importance of
getting to the bottom of differences in reporting from U.S. representatives
in Vietnam.” McNamara agreed that this was a “major element in his
mission,” and said he thought more and more that this resulted from
Lodge’s focus on the future, in light of the regime’s present behavior, while
Harkins’ focus was on the recent military situation without accounting for
the possible impact of political events on future operations. The minutes
state parenthetically that this estimate is “precisely” what Kennedy had said
a few days earlier. The minutes show the meeting concluded this way:

General Taylor thought it would be useful to work out a time
schedule within which we expect to get the job done and to say
plainly to Diem that we are not going to be able to stay beyond
such and such a time with such and such forces, and that the war
must be won in this time period. The president did not say “yes”
or “no” to this proposal.

Taylor’s suggestion was undoubtedly an invitation for Kennedy to use the
withdrawal timetable as leverage to extract concessions from Diem. The
fact that the president did not respond is important, for it bears on a
controversy that raged about the withdrawal plan for many decades
afterward.

Taylor’s suggestion is sometimes taken as Kennedy’s position, and
cited as proof that Kennedy was not serious about withdrawing from
Vietnam. The opposite was true, as Kennedy’s withdrawal plan was not
intended as leverage to be used against Diem but meant to convince his



critics in Congress that he was serious about getting out. His dilemma, as
always, was to convince the conservatives on the other side of the aisle that
the troops would not come home until the war was being won. Whether or
not Taylor took the withdrawal seriously is another matter, and his
suggestion may indicate that he did not.

The September 24 arrival of the McNamara-Taylor mission in Saigon
was memorable. Since one of McNamara’s primary objectives was to assess
the state of the war, John Mecklin wrote later, it was therefore a fitting
beginning to the trip when “a Viet Cong sniper knocked out an engine of a
Pan American 707 jet coming in to land on that same day.”1052 According
to Halberstam, Lodge had assigned two staff members to block General
Harkins so that Lodge could be the first to greet the secretary. The plan
worked like a charm, leaving the irate Harkins struggling to crash through
this “human barrier” while shouting, “Please, gentlemen, please, let me
through to the secretary.”1053

The airport scene foreshadowed what was to come. Before long,
McNamara and Taylor were listening to briefings that made it clear that the
civilian versus military division in Washington was mirrored in Vietnam.
Unlike his previous visits, however, this time McNamara treated his hosts
differently. Embassy Counselor Mecklin recalls this about the secretary:

McNamara walked boldly into the argument, harassing each
briefing officer with pointed questions, challenging
undocumented assertions, and otherwise making life miserable
for supposed experts who had not done their homework.1054

While Taylor initially remained in Saigon, says Mecklin, the “remarkable
McNamara” set out to survey what was happening in the field:

Wearing an open-necked, short-sleeved shirt and GI boots, he
traveled for the better part of a week all over the country, by jeep
and limousine, helicopter, and flivver plane, interrogating scores
of Vietnamese and American officials at every level.1055



The exercise was nevertheless superfluous, says Mecklin, because it would
have been unnatural for the young captains and majors to whom McNamara
spoke to express their minds freely, especially because “they knew what
Harkins believed and Harkins was often present.”1056

The eyewash was hardly necessary for Taylor, the architect of the war-
winning deception on the Washington end. The military field briefings for
McNamara, however, were carefully countered by the civilians. According
to Krepinevich:

McNamara, meanwhile, had been targeted by the American
Ambassador, Henry Cabot Lodge, for a number of briefings to
reinforce the picture of a Vietnam in trouble as presented by
Mendenhall, Phillips, and Mecklin in the NSC meetings. The
effect of these briefings was to place some doubt in McNamara’s
mind that things were going as well as MACV claimed.1057

In the end, says Mecklin, the civilian side “could not conclusively prove”
their case, while Harkins’ staff “had impressive, correlated evidence …
which seemed to prove that the military situation had not yet seriously
deteriorated.”1058

The statements most damaging to the fiction of battlefield success
were delivered not by American civilians but by top South Vietnamese
generals. The trip had not been underway two days before General Khiem
requested a meeting with an American, presumably a CIA officer, whose
name is still classified.1059 There is little doubt that McNamara, before he
left Vietnam was shown a copy of the cable regarding the Khiem meeting
which the CIA Station sent to Washington. The general said that the Viet
Cong were now making a “show of strength in [the] battlefield,” and that,
for the first time, the South Vietnamese Army’s dead were almost as heavy
as the Viet Cong’s.” The U.S. military, which resisted this view at the time,
would reverse itself in early November and then say almost the same thing
at the November 20 Honolulu meeting.

In the meantime, Khiem had even more disturbing news. The CIA
cable went on to mention that Khiem had referred to certain operations
mounted by the head of the South Vietnamese military intelligence, Colonel
Phuoc (the same Phuoc who had asked Winterbottom to loan him George



Allen). The CIA added this comment about Phuoc’s operations:
“(Comment: From other sources known to have been in progress for [the]
past few weeks).” In other words, the CIA had independent intelligence
corroborating the ongoing nature of these intelligence operations. What did
they reveal? The cable continues: “Evidence is mounting steadily that VC
are very strong, have thoroughly completed [a] plan and have assets in
place for [a] takeover attempt in Saigon should any major disturbance
occur.”

Naturally, McNamara was given a totally opposite—and obviously
false—account of the war effort by Diem.1060 Diem treated McNamara and
Taylor to the normal two-hour speech, for which their memo for the record
appropriately used a major subheading entitled “THE MONOLOGUE.”
The war was going well, said Diem, “thanks to the Strategic Hamlets
Program.” This program, he said, had made it increasingly difficult for the
Viet Cong to get food and new recruits. One cannot help but wonder if
McNamara remembered MACV’s own figures for Viet Cong recruiting:
nearly 30,000 men a year. Diem droned on, extolling the virtues of the
hamlets: never mind that the program “was overextended” or that some
hamlets were built before the defenders were “properly trained or armed.”
On balance, Diem said, “both the risks and the losses were acceptable.”

Either Diem was doing his best to deceive his guests or his mind was
not in the real world. This is how he explained his concept of “acceptable”
lost hamlets:

He could push ahead rapidly with the establishment of ten
substandard strategic hamlets. The Viet Cong would attack these
and overwhelm, say, two of them. But if two fell, eight others
would survive and grow stronger, and the area in which the Viet
Cong could operate with impunity would shrink faster than
otherwise would have been the case.

Surely it was news to the Secretary of Defense—and alarming news at that
—that the Strategic Hamlet Program as implemented by the South
Vietnamese was based on the presumption that 20 percent of the hamlets
would be overrun in the early stages of construction.



When McNamara made his case that the “political deficiencies” in
Diem’s government would harm the war effort, and presented the “tangible
evidence” of the seriousness of the crisis, “Diem rebutted these points in
some detail and displayed no interest in seeking solutions or mending his
ways.” When McNamara counterattacked by shifting to Madame Nhu’s
outbursts, Diem’s “glances and manner suggested that perhaps for the first
time in the whole conversation” he understood the point, “especially when
the ambassador remarked that Mme. Chiang Kai-shek had played a decisive
part in losing China to the communists.” Nevertheless, Diem mustered his
wits and rose to Madame Nhu’s defense, after which McNamara removed
the gloves and hit hard:

The secretary indicated that this was not satisfactory and that the
problems of which he spoke were real and would have to be
solved before the war could be won or before Vietnam could be
sure of continued American support that he sincerely hoped it
would merit and receive.

Diem seem to care little, and the meeting was simply a necessary going-
through-the-motions that all were relieved to have behind them. Especially
Secretary of State Thuan. He was present too and, throughout the entire
meeting, did not utter a single word.

Thuan’s predicament had deepened when the August plans for a coup
were aborted. He had made the mistake of throwing in his lot with the
Americans too early, asking for safe passage out of Vietnam, and even
joining in the exposure to Washington of the truth about the twin failures on
the battlefield and in the hamlet program. Thuan realized the tightrope on
which he was wobbling when Harkins—the chief American architect of the
battlefield success story in Saigon—had confronted him about his desire to
resign a week earlier.1061 What Harkins was doing was replaying to Thuan
what he had confided to the CIA’s Phillips; since Thuan knew Harkins was
close to Diem and did not favor a coup, Harkins’ crude probing sent
Thuan’s paranoia spiraling to unprecedented heights. Thuan squirmed under
the pressure and lied outright to Harkins: he categorically denied it, said “it
was fantastic,” and pleaded that “any such rumor that could be spread
around deeply endangered his life.” During the meeting with Diem on the



29th, McNamara had good reason to sympathize with Thuan’s desperation.
Two days earlier, CIA Station Chief Richardson had told McNamara that
Thuan was on the government’s assassination list.1062

So far, the Diem-Harkins fiction of battlefield success had been
rebutted not only by General Khiem but also by Diem’s military advisor,
“Big” Minh, and his Sectary of State, Thuan. Now it was South Vietnamese
Vice President Tho’s turn to answer McNamara’s questions about the war,
and it was perhaps fitting that this happened the day after the meeting with
Diem.1063 The “police state methods” being used, Tho said, were causing
deep discontent and he had been unable to do anything about it. He
apologized for speaking so frankly, but said the situation was “very
serious.” Wasn’t it true, however, that “all the dissatisfaction” was only in
the cities and not in the villages at all, asked one of the Americans (only
McNamara, Taylor, and Lodge were present). Not true, said Tho. There was
serious discontent in the villages too, “but not because of the police state
methods used in the cities.” When the villager, who feels he is already
overtaxed by the government, Tho said, “leaves his hamlet to go out to
work in the field, he meets the Viet Cong who forces him to pay another set
of taxes.”

What happened next was extraordinary. “This shouldn’t happen in a
well-fortified hamlet,” General Taylor butted in. It doesn’t happen in the
hamlet, Tho snapped, as if irritated that Taylor wasn’t listening carefully, it
happens when the villager steps out of the hamlet and goes into the field.
Taylor’s ego would not allow this to go by. “In a properly defended hamlet
this should not happen,” he shot right back, as if it were Tho who hadn’t
been listening well. Tho and Taylor were now ready to face off. “Why,
General Taylor,” Tho said sardonically, “there are not more than 20 or 30
properly defended hamlets in the whole country.” Then, talking to all three
Americans, Tho said, “Why do you gentlemen think the Viet Cong is still so
popular?” He now had a captive audience. “Two years ago,” Tho said,
“there were between 20,000 to 30,000 men in the Viet Cong Army. For the
last two years we have been killing a thousand a month; yet the Viet Cong
is even larger today. Why is this true?”

Tho had just thrust the spear directly into the heart of the darkest
secret concealed behind the deception of success: the unrestrained growth
of the Viet Cong and the vibrancy of their success with the villagers. Both
McNamara and Taylor protested that the case for Viet Cong success with



the villagers “might be intimidation.” But Tho refused to give his American
guests any room for comfort. “Intimidation can make them join,” he said,
“but it cannot stop them from running away. While some of them do run
away, there are many who stay. Why is this?” The Americans had no
explanation for such startling accounts of the Viet Cong’s popularity, for
this was one of those basic questions that never seemed to get asked in
Washington. “It might be the promises that the Viet Cong make,”
McNamara tried. “They cannot promise a thing,” Tho immediately
contradicted the secretary, and to underscore his point he added, “neither
food nor shelter nor security.” Tho was finished playing with his guests and
said, “The answer is that they stay in the Viet Cong army because they want
to, and the reason that the want to is their extreme discontent with the
government of Vietnam.” Needless to say, Tho’s perspective did not make it
into the final McNamara-Taylor report.

One final episode that occurred during the trip deserves mention.
There was a second, and again unproductive, meeting over dinner with
Diem, during which both McNamara and Taylor said they were confident
the Viet Cong could be defeated by 1965 as long as Diem made the reforms
they had asked him to make. “Altogether it was a depressing evening,”
Taylor recalled, “the refusal of this stalwart, stubborn patriot to recognize
the realities which threatened to overwhelm him, his family, and his
country.”1064 Diem did ask Taylor for his “professional comments” on the
military situation, and Taylor supplied them in a letter to Diem that was
delivered on October 2.

This letter reveals much of what Taylor truly thought about the
battlefield situation.1065 It was not until the political disturbances between
May and August, Taylor wrote, “that I personally had any doubt as to the
ultimate success of our campaign against the Viet Cong.” So, Taylor did
have doubts after all. The war could still be won, he said, providing there
were no further political setbacks and that Diem undertake some military
actions necessary for an improvement. The situation in I, II, and III Corps
was “generally” good, he said, but added, “The record of one of the
divisions in III Corps falls notably short of the minimum standard for
mobile actions in the field set by your High Command—twenty days out of
every thirty.” There is no doubt that Taylor was referring to the 7th
Division. So, he had paid attention to the news from Porter, Vann, and
Drummond after all! “As a result,” Taylor continued, “some of the hard



core war zones of the Viet Cong remain virtually untouched. In my opinion,
the full potential of the military in this area is not being exploited.” So,
Taylor did know about the significant tracts of Viet Cong strongholds in III
Corps. He added, however, that “your principal military problems are now
in the Delta.” This was IV Corps. So, Taylor did realize the situation was
even worse in IV Corps than III Corps. If there were large concentrations of
unmolested Viet Cong forces in III Corps, what could have been so much
worse in IV Corps?

The concentration of effort in II Corps (to the north) during 1962, said
Taylor, came “at the expense of the campaign in the south where the Viet
Cong have always had their principal sources of strength.” Now it was time
to “regroup our forces and place the center of gravity” in IV Corps, he said,
an acknowledgment that he had been genuinely disturbed by what he had
seen on his trip. He stated:

The kind of war we are fighting in the Delta is a small unit war,
fought principally by small infantry-type organizations. … Yet I
found in my recent visit that the infantry companies in the Delta
and elsewhere are often less than two-thirds of authorized
strength—a hundred men for duty out of a company of an
authorized strength of about 150 men. … Headquarters soldiers
do not hurt the Viet Cong—infantrymen with rifles in the jungle
do.

Though Taylor then went into the usual pabulum about winning in two
years, most of this letter sounds almost as though it could have been written
by John Vann. It is precisely this kind of crucial battlefield information that
Taylor had been blocking from view in Washington.

The upshot of the trip was a peculiar blend between battlefield
optimism and political pessimism. This was a compromise, as Krepinevich
points out, that would lead to a report to the president that recommended
“pressure and persuasion” to get Diem to ease government repression, but
that also maintained that “the tactics and techniques employed by the
Vietnamese under U.S. monitorship are sound and give promise of ultimate
victory.”1066 Quite apart from the fact that MACV’s military statistics were
inaccurate, in this curious political-military mixture lay the crucial flaw that



McNamara and Taylor incorporated into their report. The war could be won
by 1965 if the political situation could be righted. Yet at no point during the
trip did they see any indication or hear any report that such a righting was
likely.

Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense William Bundy was a member
of the McNamara-Taylor team. He assisted in the process of writing the
lengthy report. In his memoir he said this about it:

There is a clear internal inconsistency that I myself missed in the
flight across the Pacific, the immediate readers of the report in
Washington did not see or perhaps feel confident enough to
highlight, and that simply got through in the stress and pressure
of the time. If the medical profession needs examples of the
effect on judgment of long flights across twelve hours of time
zones, or the workings of the mind immediately after such trips, I
would myself offer the military conclusion of the McNamara-
Taylor report as the first exhibit. The words of the release on the
military situation were extraordinarily unwise—and
extraordinarily haunting for the future.1067 [Emphasis added]

Since the report was already written by the time the group returned, who
were these “immediate readers of the report in Washington”? Of one thing
we can be sure: they were not suffering from jet lag.
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Chapter 21

“We Have a Policy”

October 2—The McNamara-Taylor Report
he documentary record indicates that on board the aircraft on the way
to Saigon, McNamara handed out assignments to the five deputies:

William Bundy to edit the report; Forrestal to help Bundy edit; Colby to
evaluate the intelligence; William Sullivan (from the State Department) to
evaluate conflicting views of U.S. personnel in South Vietnam; and General
Krulak to determine the attitudes of the South Vietnamese and the U.S.
military.1068 Each of these five men was also given a list of people to contact
and specific questions to answer for the report. The outline of the report had
already been worked out by Krulak, and the master list of questions was to
be consolidated by Bundy. To the maximum extent possible, McNamara
said, the report should be worked out in Saigon; there would be a layover on
the return in Honolulu to finish it, and it must be complete before the return
to Washington.

William Bundy’s recollection that there were “immediate readers of the
report in Washington” needs more elaboration. The report, as it was put
together, was transmitted back and forth electronically between Washington
and Saigon. Where was the nerve center for this operation in Washington?
Who was in charge of it? The person in charge, it turns out, was Krulak.
Although his name is included on the trip’s passenger list, along with his
assignment from McNamara and the people he was to contact, Krulak was
not on board the aircraft after all. A close look at who he was supposed to
contact reveals that he could reach them all from Washington: The British
and American missions, Colonel Serong (the senior Australian advisor), and
“cable questions to Thompson [a veteran British counterinsurgency expert]



through Serong.” Not only Thompson, but all of these people could easily be
handled by cable. Colby does not remember Krulak being on the trip,1069

and William Bundy, in his lengthy account of the trip,1070 does not bother to
include Krulak.

Krulak was back in Washington at the Pentagon, in charge of an
around-the-clock operation to help write and edit the report that he had
outlined before the party left. Cots were brought in for teams of secretaries
who worked in shifts, while Krulak and an ad hoc staff toiled nearly eighteen
hours a day to keep up with the flow of information.1071 During the trip
Krulak traveled—almost daily—to the White House, where Robert Kennedy
poured over the material coming in from Saigon and advised Krulak of the
president’s reactions and any instructions he had for him. The coordination
of the McNamara-Taylor report was probably the classic back-channel
operation of its time.

This enabled the president himself to play a key role in the report that
he received on October 2. McNamara and Taylor did not bring back a
recommendation for a coup because Kennedy did not want such a
recommendation. This explains the “inconsistency” that William Bundy
noted was so clearly a part of the report, and why, when all of the political
indicators pointed to a disaster with Diem, McNamara could not propose a
coup. Why did Kennedy not want such a recommendation? Just as he had
told McNamara to impress on Diem that the U.S. wanted his policies
changed for practical—and not moral—reasons, Kennedy’s reasons for
opposing a coup were also practical: such an act would only force the U.S.
into assuming more responsibility for South Vietnam’s fate. That was
precisely what Kennedy did not want to do. On the contrary, at this point he
was planning to extricate himself (and the U.S.) from the mess in Vietnam.
By the time of this trip, as Henry Brandon of the London Sunday Times
wrote, “He was sick of it, and frequently asked how to be rid of the
commitment.”1072 The McNamara-Taylor trip was part of his effort to do
just that. But Kennedy would soon change his mind about a coup against
Diem.

Of all the questions that McNamara parceled out to the members of his
delegation, one, in particular, overshadowed the others. William Bundy
recalls:



All through the Saigon briefings and in the field, the question at
the top of McNamara’s mind had been testing the hypothesis
dating from May: Could the U.S. look forward to a reduction in
its military advisors by the end of 1965? The insistence on this
question shows the degree to which the planning of May had
survived intervening events.1073

The answer Kennedy wanted, of course, was that the phased withdrawal
could be carried out; and, because he wanted it, that is the answer he got.

The first conclusion of the final report stated: “The military campaign
has made great progress and continues to progress.”1074 The report’s first
recommendation was this:

1. General Harkins review with Diem the military changes necessary
to complete the military campaign in the Northern and Central
areas (I, II, and III Corps) by the end of 1964, and in the Delta (IV
Corps) by the end of 1965.

There followed some steps necessary to achieve this, and then the second
and third recommendations:

2. A program be established to train Vietnamese so that essential
functions now performed by U.S. military personnel can be
carried out by the Vietnamese by the end of 1965. It should be
possible to withdraw the bulk of U.S. personnel by that time.

3. In accordance with the program to train progressively Vietnamese
to take over military functions, the Defense Department should
announce in the very near future presently prepared plans to
withdraw 1,000 U.S. military personnel by the end of 1963. This
action should be explained in low key as an initial step in a long-
term program to replace U.S. personnel with trained Vietnamese
without impairment of the war effort. [Emphasis added]

The last sentence makes it clear that Kennedy had decided against Taylor’s
suggestion to use the 1,000-man withdrawal simply as a device to extract
concessions from Diem.



The history of the recommendation to withdraw 1,000 men from
Vietnam reveals that, during the McNamara trip, a deep split in the
administration erupted over that issue. While the McNamara-Taylor group
was finishing their work in the offices of MACV in Saigon, William
Sullivan was shocked when he saw the chapter (the first) McNamara had
been working on.1075 He immediately went to the secretary and said, “I just
can’t buy this. This is totally unrealistic. We’re not going to get troops out in
1965. We mustn’t submit anything as phony as this to the president.” He
threatened to write a dissenting report. Sullivan claims McNamara
concurred, and that Taylor agreed to “scrub it.” What McNamara and Taylor
agreed to excise from the report in Saigon later became the final report’s
third recommendation: to pull out 1,000 U.S. advisors by the end of 1963.
Yet, the version of the report as it stood by the time they reached Honolulu is
preserved at the Kennedy Library, and the 1,000-man troop withdrawal is
clearly missing.1076 McNamara and Taylor removed it temporarily to keep
Sullivan happy and quiet. As we will see, Kennedy might well have been
informed about this sleight of hand.

On the flight home, the subject of the withdrawal came up again
between Sullivan and Taylor. Sullivan later said “we talked about it a bit,”
and he described the conversation:

Max [Taylor] said, “Well, goddammit, we’ve got to make these
people put their noses to the wheel—or grindstone or whatever. If
we don’t give them some indication that we’re going to get out
sometime, they’re just going to be leaning on us forever. So that’s
why I had it in there.” I said, “Well, I can understand that. But if
this becomes a matter of public record, it would be a phony and a
fraud and an effort to mollify the American public and just not be
considered honest.” [Emphasis added]

In fact, the president intended it to be a matter of public record, and it was
meant to mollify his congressional critics. This Sullivan-Taylor exchange
tells us more about Taylor. There are just two alternatives: either Taylor
wanted to use it to pressure Diem or he didn’t and was lying to mollify
Sullivan.

On the morning of October 2, the mission members had their first
meeting with Kennedy in a briefing room of the White House. It was a



memorable moment. After a photo-op with the leather-bound report on a
coffee table, the president and his senior advisors listened to a one-hour oral
briefing summarizing the report’s findings, evaluations, and
recommendations. Then, while the onlookers had to remain in their leather
seats, the president, on cue, directed McNamara and Taylor to follow him
into the Oval Office for a “private discussion.” When the three emerged,
McNamara ordered the recommendation on the 1,000-man withdrawal to be
put back in the report.1077 Both Forrestal and Harriman remember the
“immediate” objections of many in the room and that Kennedy, after
listening impatiently to their remonstrations, “turned on his heel and left the
room.”1078 The 1,000-man withdrawal was in the report for good—there had
never been any question about it.

In the meantime, a final draft of a White House public statement on the
McNamara-Taylor trip was prepared, and another White House meeting
scheduled for 6:00 P.M. But that meeting was several stormy hours away.

We Must All Sign On
The way Kennedy steamrolled over his opposition that morning left some
hard feelings. William Sullivan later recalled:

I felt it would be misleading to suggest that the job could be done
by 1965 and that we could start withdrawing people by the end of
1963. … It looked to me as though it was going to be just the
opposite: We were going to be putting more people in by the end
of 1963.1079

An Assistant for Policy Support from the CIA, Chester Cooper, was working
in the West Basement of the White House when Kennedy had walked out of
the morning meeting. Shortly afterward, the two Bundy brothers brought
Cooper the final draft of the White House public statement. Cooper reports
that he was “surprised and outraged” that the statement would say
McNamara and Taylor had reported the American military task in Vietnam
could be finished by 1965.1080 Cooper was not bothered by the reference to
military progress because “such statements were now part of the liturgy.”



Cooper felt the “Bring-the-boys-home-by-1965” sentence was
gratuitous, loaded with “booby traps,” and would destroy whatever
credibility the statement had. He recalls what happened next:

Both Bundys agreed, but Bill had little elbow room. Finally, in
utter exasperation Bill said, “Look, I’m under instructions!” In
Washington that closes any argument unless recourse is taken by
tackling the Instructor. Mac (McGeorge) called Secretary
McNamara, but was unable to persuade him to change his mind.
McNamara seemed to have been trapped too; the sentence may
have been worked out privately with Kennedy and therefore
embedded in concrete. [Emphasis added]

Both Bundys and Cooper were with Sullivan. All four were opposed to the
bring-the-boys-home sentence. When Sullivan found out about the proposed
White House statement he too was angered. He called McNamara as well,
and said, “Why in hell is it back in public print again?” The reply, says
Sullivan, “was not at all convincing at the time.”1081 These four men were
not principals; rather, they were subordinates. The words “remained,”
Cooper lamented, “and McNamara and the Administration were to pay a
heavy price for them.” However, history turned out otherwise. When those
“words” disappeared after the assassination of Kennedy, Vietnam, America
and the world would pay a heavy price.

Emotions were running high when everyone assembled for the 6:00
P.M. meeting with the president.1082 Kennedy opened the session himself.
He began, somewhat defensively, by saying that most everyone was in
agreement and that “we are not papering over our differences.” They had
agreed, he said, not to cut off aid to Vietnam, but it was necessary to bring
about changes there. He then delivered a powerful statement demanding
unity among his advisors and support for his policy:

Reports of disagreements do not help the war effort in Vietnam
and do no good to the government as a whole. We must all sign
on and with good heart set out to implement the actions decided
upon. Here and in Saigon we must get ahead by carrying out the
agreed policy. Because we are agreed, we should convey our



agreement to our subordinates. There are no differences between
Washington and Ambassador Lodge or among the State and
Defense Departments and the CIA. [Emphasis added]

It was a poignant moment: a president demanding unity from a cabinet more
divided than ever before, demanding support from advisors, most of whom,
in their hearts, did not agree with his policy.

Kennedy then opened discussion on the draft public statement. He said
attacking Diem publicly was not as effective as taking actions quietly. In any
case, U.S. Vietnam policy should be based not “on our moral opposition to
the kind of government Diem is running,” but on the harm his actions were
causing to the effort against the Viet Cong. Both Rusk and Ball said moral
emphasis would have a beneficial effect on world public opinion, but
Kennedy replied that the problem was U.S. public opinion. He reiterated that
“we should stress the harm Diem’s policies are doing to the war effort
against the communists.” McGeorge Bundy, perhaps forgetting that Kennedy
had just said there were no differences between the State and Defense
Departments, remarked that McNamara and Taylor wanted to emphasize
winning the war, but the State Department “wanted something more than an
objective of merely winning the war.” Harriman—who seemed to sense what
was really going on—shrewdly defused Bundy’s blooper by saying he was
“prepared to accept the language proposed.”

The discussion then turned to the 1,000-man withdrawal. The minutes
indicate that this took place:

The president objected to the phrase “by the end of the year” in
the sentence “The U.S. program for training Vietnamese should
have progressed to the point where 1,000 U.S. military personnel
assigned to Vietnam could be withdrawn.” He believed that if we
are not able to take this action by the end of this year, we would
be accused of being overly optimistic.

This passage once again makes clear that Kennedy did not view the 1,000-
man withdrawal as a way of pressuring Diem into reforms or the South
Vietnamese army into fighting. He wanted the withdrawal to be tied to an
improving situation. His concern was how he would look if he personally



embraced the optimistic schedule proposed in the White House statement.
Kennedy’s remark also demonstrates his fear that the battlefield reporting
could change at any moment.

McNamara, apparently concerned that Kennedy might be considering
dropping the sentence entirely, interjected his view:

Secretary McNamara said he saw great value in this sentence in
order to meet the view of Senator Fulbright and others that we are
bogged down forever in Vietnam. He said the sentence reveals
that we have a withdrawal plan. Furthermore, it commits us to
emphasize the training of Vietnamese, which is something we
must do in order to replace U.S. personnel with Vietnamese.

That statement brings us back to Sullivan’s story that McNamara agreed,
while in Saigon, to the deletion of this same sentence in the report.1083 It
seems likely that McNamara had agreed to excise the passage and hide from
Sullivan that these words had already been approved by Kennedy and would
therefore be put back into the report.

McNamara’s above comment also brings us back to the apparent
difference between himself and Taylor on the utility of the sentence. Taylor
had stressed its value as a means of pressuring Diem, while McNamara was
stressing its value as a means of fending off Fulbright’s criticism. It was an
important—if subtle—difference. Furthermore, while Sullivan claimed that
on the plane ride back Taylor had agreed that the withdrawal timetable was
“phony,” Sullivan made no such claim about McNamara, and well he should
not have. The reader will recall that when McNamara’s staff had informed
him a month earlier that the 1,000-man withdrawal plan forwarded by
MACV and CINCPAC—and approved by Taylor—looked “phony,” the
secretary had cautioned Taylor against “creating special units as a means” of
carrying out the withdrawal. McNamara’s warning to Taylor then, and his
comments to Kennedy in this evening NSC meeting, indicate that the
Secretary of Defense was determined to execute the Commander-in-Chief’s
intent: a genuine withdrawal from Vietnam.

If McNamara was concerned that his boss was wavering on retaining
the sentence, he need not have been. What Kennedy was worried about was
appearing unduly optimistic. The minutes indicate the matter was resolved
this way:



The draft announcement was changed to make both of the time
predictions in paragraph 3 [1,000 by the end of 1963 and all out
by the end of 1965] a part of the McNamara-Taylor report rather
than a prediction of the president.

In other words, the president had been adamant that McNamara and Taylor
recommend a withdrawal from Vietnam and was now publicly accepting it,
while making it clear that the optimistic timetable was theirs alone. In doing
so, the president left himself the option of implementing the schedule as he
saw fit. And the way he saw fit to do so was secretly.

In the NSC meeting, the president asked what measures should be
taken against Diem. The group, likely stunned by the dominance of Kennedy
and McNamara, was mum. McNamara then requested that a “working
group” be formed to tackle this problem, and said that it would propose
recommendations for the president “at a later date.” Kennedy agreed, and
then forbade any talking to the press until he had received these measures
and all were approved. Given the day’s extraordinary events, those present
could only wonder what these recommendations would be, and may have
realized that, suddenly, everything was on the table. Friday, October 4, was
set for briefing the recommendations to the president.

It appears that the entire sequence of events that day had been carefully
scripted by the president and his secretary of defense. “As of tonight,”
Kennedy declared, “we have a policy and a report endorsed by all the
members of the National Security Council.” As he left the room, those
present might have thought to themselves, with some justification, that
Kennedy should have added the words “whether you like it or not.” The
group discussed preparations for the Friday meeting and then broke up.
McNamara headed for the waiting reporters to announce his recommended
timetable for the withdrawal of American forces from Vietnam.1084 Kennedy
reemerged and yelled to the secretary as he left: “And tell them that means
all of the helicopter pilots too.”1085

NSAM-263 and the Secret Implementation of the
1,000-Man Withdrawal



“To many of us in Saigon,” Mecklin recalls of the White House press
release, “this was sickening news,” and its contention that discontent with
Diem might hurt the war effort “was made meaningless by the business
about withdrawing one thousand Americans in 1963 (a long-standing plan
designed for its propaganda value) and the reckless implication that the war
would be won by 1965.”1086 Mecklin recalls:

Kennedy seemed to have chosen this moment of blackest crisis to
permit the Pentagon once again to indulge its obsession with
excessive optimism, which so long had dogged our efforts to
establish a degree of credibility for the U.S. Mission.

“Not long thereafter, we began to realize in Saigon that the White House
statement was only part of a plan that was brilliantly realistic and
imaginative,” says Mecklin. In the president’s view, of course, his plan was
far more than propaganda: it was the beginning of a genuine withdrawal and
an integral part of his reelection campaign.

As Kennedy’s advisors struggled to develop measures to use in
pressuring Diem, it was inevitable that Taylor’s idea of using the withdrawal
timetable as a weapon would come up in the discussion. On October 4,
during the second day of talks in the White House—neither of which the
president attended—Robert Kennedy questioned “the logic of making
known the plan to withdraw U.S. soldiers.”1087 It seemed pretty obvious,
from the way the Attorney General asked the question, that his point was
this: making the withdrawal known to Diem would not work as a pressure
device. The minutes indicate the following response by McNamara:

Mr. McNamara rationalized this course of action to him in terms
of there being no wisdom in leaving our forces in Vietnam, when
their presence is no longer required, either by virtue of the
Vietnamese having been trained to assume the function, or the
function having been fulfilled.

McNamara’s answer once again made clear his view that the withdrawal of
U.S. forces was not part of the plan to pressure Diem. Forces were to be
withdrawn because they were not needed. The secretary had not, however,



addressed the Attorney General’s specific question: why make the
withdrawal known? And the one implied: why make it known to Diem?

At the earlier October 2 evening meeting with the president,
McNamara had answered the first of these questions: the withdrawal should
be made known in order to relieve congressional pressure and to force the
U.S. military to de-Americanize the war. At an October 5 White House
meeting, the president himself addressed the issue of making the plan known
to Diem.1088 The minutes indicate that Kennedy brought it up during the
discussion of the McNamara-Taylor report:

The president also said that our decision to remove 1,000 U.S.
advisors by December of this year should not be raised formally
with Diem. Instead the action should be carried out routinely as
part of our general posture of withdrawing people when they are
no longer needed.

That made it unequivocal: the 1,000-man withdrawal was not a device, but a
policy objective in its own right. This particular passage, however, contained
more significant news: it used the words “our decision” to remove the 1,000
men. Did Kennedy actually decide to implement the 1,000-man withdrawal
that day?





NSAM 263.

The fact is that he did. That McGeorge Bundy forgot to mention this
detail in the minutes of the meeting that he drafted two days later is only a
minor nuisance for historians. When Forrestal drafted the final NSAM—
which was not officially promulgated as NSAM 263 until October 11—he
did not forget to describe the president’s historic actions on October 5.1089

That was judgment day for the McNamara-Taylor report. Here is the
president’s decision on the military aspects of that report as set forth in the
NSAM:

The president approved the military recommendations contained
in Section I B (1-3) of the report, but directed that no formal
announcement be made of the implementation of plans to
withdraw 1,000 U.S. military personnel by the end of 1963.
[Emphasis added]

He also decided that no active covert encouragement should be given to a
coup, a subject which we will return to shortly. The military
recommendations in Section I B (1-3) of the McNamara-Taylor report were
these: 1) that MACV and Diem come up with what had to be done to
complete the military campaign in I, II, and III Corps by the end of 1964 and
IV Corps by the end of 1965; 2) that the training program be established so
that the South Vietnamese could take over essential functions and permit the
bulk of American forces to be withdrawn by that time; and 3) that the
Defense Department should announce “in the very near future” the 1,000-
man withdrawal.

The president, however, made some changes to the third provision. The
McNamara-Taylor report had said the Defense Department should announce
it soon and explain it “in low key” as an initial step in the long-term
withdrawal of U.S. forces. First, Kennedy actually implemented the plan,
directing that the 1,000 men be withdrawn before the end of the year, and
that “no further reductions in U.S. strength would be made until the
requirements for the 1964 [military] campaign were clear.”1090 Furthermore,
in directing that no formal announcement of the implementation be made,
the president jettisoned the idea that the Pentagon make any statement or



explanation. Why did the president slap a secrecy order on the 1,000-man
withdrawal?

Likely for several reasons. In the first place, the moment he
implemented the withdrawal plan, he was exceeding the White House
statement issued three days earlier. At that time, the public had been told that
“the U.S. program for training Vietnamese should have progressed to the
point” where 1,000 men could be withdrawn by the end of the year.
[Emphasis added] It would have been awkward, having dissociated himself
from this timetable, to suddenly embrace it publicly three days later. Also, as
already mentioned, Kennedy specifically ordered that the subject not be
brought up with Diem. Kennedy did not want his approval of the plan to be
construed by anyone in Saigon or Washington as part of the pressures
package he also approved on October 5. Finally, and most important, was the
fact that Kennedy had not yet decided how he was going to publicly justify
his withdrawal plan. He wanted some breathing space.

So far, the plan had been couched in terms of battlefield success. The
irony of the elaborate deception story, begun in early 1962, was this: it was
originally designed to forestall Kennedy from a precipitous withdrawal—to
keep the U.S. in the war effort. But now Kennedy had seized upon it—judo
style—to justify getting out of the war. The original architects of the
battlefield success deception had feared a collapse on the battlefield could
produce a U.S. pullout—given the president’s prohibition against the
introduction of U.S. combat forces in Vietnam. These architects had been
careful to paint a picture of “cautious” success to prevent a claim of victory
and a bring-the-boys-home reaction and ensure continued and increased U.S.
participation in the war. Kennedy’s plan was indeed imaginative and brilliant
—more so than Mecklin realized.

The one big risk associated with this plan was the possibility that the
battlefield might fall apart during the 1964 election campaign. What would
the president do then? He had disassociated himself from the optimistic
McNamara-Taylor timetable because he still did not know whether his
withdrawal plan would be carried out in a winning or losing battlefield
situation. Winning was obviously better than losing, but the worst case
would be would be American soldiers coming home in body bags after the
president himself said the war was being won. Kennedy had always been
cautious about making positive public assessments of the battlefield—he had
said that the Buddhist crisis had affected the war negatively—because he



knew how risky the issue might prove to be in the election campaign. The
primaries were just around the corner, and he would have to make up his
mind soon. That he decided to implement the withdrawal plan of October 5
and keep it secret indicates that he was still in the process of doing just that.

“Fully Deniable”
When Kennedy’s advisors met on October 2 to consider what to do about
Diem, McNamara’s first comment was: “We cannot stay in the middle much
longer.”1091 The program in his report, he said, “will push us toward
reconciliation with Diem or toward a coup to overthrow Diem.” What did he
mean by this? Of the three alternatives—reconciliation, pressure, and
promoting a coup—the McNamara-Taylor report had chosen pressure, and
specifically recommended cutting off any aid that would not be essential to
the war effort. In other words, work with the Diem government to the extent
required to keep up the war effort, but, otherwise, withdraw support.

This hostility could not remain permanent. Diem’s actions would either
lead to moderation and reconciliation, or to a complete rupture: “we would
have to decide in two to four months,” said the report, “whether to move to
more drastic action or try to carry on with Diem even if he had not taken
significant steps.” Under Sectary Ball hit the nail on the head when he posed
the problem this way: It will become known that we are using our aid as
pressure on Diem. What position will we be in if we cut off aid, Diem does
not do what we want him to do, and then we face a decision to resume aid
because if we do not, the effort against the Viet Cong will cease? The
alternatives appeared to be: lose credibility and the war, or promote a coup.
Feeling was running strong that Diem would not change for the better. He
and Nhu wanted to make Vietnam a “totalitarian State,” said Sullivan to
Hilsman that same day.1092 Moreover, at a meeting of essentially the same
group the next afternoon, Robert Kennedy said, “We are so deeply
committed to support the effort in Vietnam that Diem will not be greatly
influenced by the steps contemplated in this program.”1093

When the group met with President Kennedy to make the final decision
on October 5, two important events had taken place in Saigon. The CIA
Station Chief, John Richardson, who had been close to Nhu, was transferred
to Washington, and this in itself was a powerful signal that the U.S. was
backing away from the regime. The big news of the day from Saigon,



however, was that General Don had called Conein in again and said to him:
“Action to change the government must be taken or the war will be lost to
the Viet Cong because the government no longer has the support of the
people.”1094 NSAM-263 records what happened in the White House meeting
that day after a discussion of the recommendations on Diem: “The president
approved an instruction to Ambassador Lodge set forth in State Department
telegram No. 534 to Saigon.”1095

The instructions to Lodge1096 were spelled out in great length, but were
boiled down further in a short accompanying message from McGeorge
Bundy.1097 He explained to Lodge:

President today approved recommendation that no initiative
should now be taken to give any active covert encouragement to a
coup. There should, however, be urgent covert effort with closest
security under broad guidance of ambassador to identify and build
contacts with possible alternative leadership as and when it
appears. Essential that this effort be totally secure and fully
deniable. … We repeat that this effort is not to be aimed at active
promotion of coup but only surveillance and readiness.
[Emphasis added]

A strong case can be made, however, that simply by not talking with the
generals and not discouraging them, the U.S. was tacitly encouraging a coup.
At the very least, as Mecklin points out, the U.S. had not turned off the
“green light” it had given the generals in August.1098

Lodge’s reaction, cabled back to Rusk on October 7, made clear his
view that a coup was the logical outcome of the pressures track the U.S. had
taken.1099 Analysis of the situation, Lodge said, “leads me to the conclusion
that we cannot remove the Nhus by non-violent means against their will.”
His conclusions, he added, “make it hard to see today a good future” for the
U.S.-South Vietnamese relationship, “because the only thing which the U.S.
really wants—the removal of or restriction on the Nhus—is out of the
question.” Diem and Nhu saw the U.S. demanding things “which they are
absolutely sure they cannot give” and, therefore, Lodge concluded, “we
should consider a request [from them] to withdraw as a growing possibility.”



He ended with this prediction: The beginning of withdrawal might trigger
off a coup.”

Lodge asked that Bundy come to Saigon to discuss the situation, but
this idea would eventually be turned down in favor of a Lodge trip to
Washington.1100 In the meantime, the CIA sent a cable to Lodge passing on
“additional general thoughts” that, it said, “had been discussed with the
president.”1101 Those “thoughts” were as follows:

While we do not wish to stimulate coup, we also do not wish to
leave impression that U.S. would thwart a change of government
or deny economic and military assistance to a new regime if it
appeared capable of increasing effectiveness of [the] military
effort, ensuring popular support to win the war and improving
working relations with the U.S.

The generals needed to hear no more to finalize their plans, but Harkins,
ever out of step, tried to thwart them. On October 23, General Don called in
Conein to complain about it.1102 Don explained that the “coup committee”
had decided to take advantage of its own presence in Saigon for the October
26th national holiday to “stage a coup within a week.” Don said that his staff
member Colonel Khuong, however, had contacted MACV seeking support,
and that Harkins had approached Don the day before saying, “It was the
wrong time to stage a coup because the war against the Viet Cong was
progressing well.”

Don told Conein that Diem had learned of Khuong’s approach to
Harkins, meaning, of course, the Harkins had blown the generals’ cover by
warning Diem of the impending coup. The consequence of this had been an
order by Diem extending the assignment of two key army divisions outside
Saigon—two divisions that the coup leaders had planned on supporting the
coup. Don reprimanded Khuong and said “he would be disciplined by the
coup committee.” Khuong’s only mistake was his failure to realize that
Harkins was on Diem’s side—a most unfortunate error for Khuong. When
Lodge found out about Harkins interference, he became irate, confronted
Harkins, and fired off a cable to Washington relating Harkins’
indiscretion.1103 Lodge said he had explained to Harkins that, while it was
true the U.S. did not desire to initiate a coup, “we had instructions from



highest levels not to thwart” one. “Harkins expressed regret if he had
inadvertently upset any delicate arrangements in progress,” Lodge said. He
also noted that Conein had “assured Don that Harkins’ remarks had been
inadvertent and were actually contrary to presidential guidance from
Washington.

In a White House meeting on October 29, Colby briefed the status of
the coup forces and plans.1104 General Don had asked Lodge to stick with
his arrangement to leave Vietnam, and Kennedy agreed with this because a
delay would tip off Diem that we are aware of coup plans.” It would be best
to have Lodge out of the country when a coup takes place, he said. Robert
Kennedy questioned whether a coup could succeed, and did not support
sending a cable to Lodge that appeared to favor a coup. RFK asked for more
information. He believed a failed coup “risks so much”—perhaps the fate of
all Southeast Asia, a view that he acknowledged was “the minority view.”
Rusk countered that “if a major part of the Vietnamese leadership feels that
the war against the Viet Cong could not be won with the Diem government
then it is a major risk for the U.S. in continuing with this government.”

At another White House meeting that same evening, Kennedy said that
the “burden of proof should be on the coup promoters to show that they can
overthrow the Diem government and not create a situation in which there
would be a draw.”1105 The resulting cable to Lodge said this:

Believe Conein should find earliest opportunity [to] express to
Don that we do not find presently revealed plans give clear
prospect of quick results. … We reiterate burden of proof must be
on coup group to show a substantial possibility of quick success;
otherwise, we should discourage them from proceeding since a
miscalculation could result in jeopardizing U.S. position in
Southeast Asia.1106

This cable seems odd in retrospect. How could the generals possibly be
expected to prove their coup would succeed? The fact is that a question like
this—as well as how fast it would happen—could not reasonably be
expected to discourage the generals. They could now reason that if these
were the only concerns in Washington, there was no reason not to proceed
with their plans.



Those plans were quite ingenious as interviews with Conein and others
later showed.1107 Nhu, who was well aware of the coup planning by the end
of October, had engineered a “last ditch ploy” to save the regime by showing
Washington that he and his brother were the “saviors” of Vietnam. He had
instructed the Saigon Military District Commander, General Dinh, to stage a
fake Viet Cong uprising in Saigon, including the assassination of key U.S.
officials,” whereupon Nhu would send in troops “loyal” to Dinh to “put
down the revolt, restore order and save Vietnam.” What Nhu did not know
was that Dinh had all along been on the side of the coup committee, and they
used Nhu’s plan as part of their own in order to, as Conein described it,
“double bump” Nhu. Consequently, when the generals launched their coup,
Nhu thought it was the uprising he had planned.

At the November 1 daily White House staff meeting—the president did
not attend these sessions—McGeorge Bundy presided and summarized the
situation. Notes made by Taylor’s aide, Major William Smith, indicate
Bundy opened with the comment that he “had spent quite a night watching
cables from Vietnam.”1108 It had been a “well executed coup,” Forrestal
said, “better than anyone would have thought possible.” Smith’s notes state
Bundy then commented that Diem was still holding out in the palace, adding
that no one wanted to go in for the kill.” (An unfortunate choice of words
under the circumstances.) “They preferred that Diem leave the country.” The
Lodge trip, Bundy said, was “obviously” off.

The following morning, the president held an off-the-record meeting
with his advisors.1109 The meeting began at 9:35 A.M., while the fate of
Diem and Nhu was still up in the air. A few moments later, Forrestal entered
the room with a cable, which claimed both men had committed suicide, and
handed it to Kennedy. As he read the message, Kennedy, himself a Catholic,
had to realize that as practicing Catholics the brothers would not have taken
their own lives. In fact, two days later it was confirmed by an
“unimpeachable source” who examined the bodies that both men had been
“shot in the nape of the neck, and that Diem’s body in particular showed
signs of having been beaten up.”1110 Taylor’s description of Kennedy’s face
and reactions to the cable are poignant:

Kennedy leaped to his feet and rushed from the room with a look
of shock and dismay on his face which I had never seen before.



He had always insisted that Diem must never suffer more than
exile.1111

“He was somber and shaken,” said Schlesinger. “I had not seen him so
depressed since the Bay of Pigs.”1112 Kennedy said that “Diem had fought
for his country for twenty years and it should not have ended like this.”

After regaining his composure, Kennedy called his advisors back to the
White House at 4:30 P.M. to discuss what should be done. The record of that
meeting was never declassified, and cannot now be found.1113 We know
from the president’s log book that Rusk, McNamara, McCone, Krulak, both
Bundys, Hilsman, Cooper, Bell, Salinger, and a few others attended.1114 We
also know that the meeting ended at 5:35 P.M.; and that two cables sent by
Rusk, one at 5:49 P.M., and the other at 6:52 P.M., suggest something about
the meeting’s discussion. In the first cable, which went to all diplomatic
posts, Rusk said, “We now expect to recognize [the] new regime in Saigon
early next week.”1115 The decision to recognize the new regime, then,
appears to have been made only eight hours after the news of Diem’s death
reached Washington.

The other cable was sent to Ambassador Lodge. In it, Rusk said this:

Our present belief is that there will be so much to do in organizing
effective relations with [the] new regime that you should not plan
to come to Washington on November 10. Instead we propose [a]
conference in Honolulu with McNamara and me about November
20 since I will be en route to Tokyo, following which you may
wish [to] proceed [to] Washington.1116

He also said Kennedy had asked Colby to go out to Vietnam to observe the
situation and “talk with you and others” and to develop a current and
accurate report on the “immediate prospects.” It appears that the decision to
have a major Vietnam conference in Honolulu—as well as the November 20
date for the meeting—was also made in the wake of Diem’s murder. This
Honolulu meeting on Vietnam would be special: for the first time, both the
Secretary of State (Rusk) and the president’s Special Assistant for National
Security Affairs, McGeorge Bundy, would attend.



1068. Memorandum for the Record by Lieutenant Colonel Sidney Berry, Jr., “en Route to Saigon,
September 23, 1963,” Subject: Secretary McNamara’s Instructions to Party Delivered Aboard Plane,
1230-1330 (EDSY) 23 September 1963, in State History, 1963, vol. 4, Document 146, pp. 146, 284-
87.
1069. Colby, interview with the author, August 9, 1991.
1070. William Bundy, unpublished manuscript, pp. 9-28.
1071. One person on Krulak’s staff was Air Force Colonel Fletcher Prouty (the same colonel who had
worked with Lansdale in 1961); Prouty, interview with the author, August 2, 1991. Prouty worked
with Krulak every day and long into the night sending the cables back and forth to Saigon. He recalls
that Krulak worked with Robert Kennedy in the White House, and perhaps with Ted Sorensen as well.
1072. Henry Brandon, Anatomy of Error, p. 30. At the time, Brandon always seemed to get the inside
story from the White House where other reporters did not.
1073. William Bundy, unpublished manuscript, pp. 9-23.
1074. McNamara-Taylor Memorandum to the President, October 2, 1963, in State History, 1963, vol.
4, Document 167, pp. 336-46.
1075. The material in this paragraph is based on William Sullivan’s recollection as given in his Second
Oral History, JFK Library.
1076. For the October 1, 1963, version of the entire trip report dee “Report of the McNamara-Taylor
Mission to South Vietnam, 24 September-1 October 1963,” JFK Library, Hilsman Papers, Vietnam,
McNamara & Taylor Trip, Box 4/6.
1077. Schlesinger, Robert Kennedy and his Times, p. 716.
1078. Forrestal interview with Schlesinger, July 13, 1977, and Harriman interview with Schlesinger,
June 6, 1965, as quoted in Robert Kennedy and his Times, p. 716.
1079. Sullivan interview with James Rust, January 25, 1982, in Kennedy and Vietnam, p. 141.
1080. Cooper, The Lost Crusade, pp. 215-16.
1081. Sullivan Second Oral History, JFK Library.
1082. Summary Record of the 519th NSC meeting, White House, 6:00 P.M., October 2, 1963, in State
History, 1963, vol. 4, Document 169, pp. 350-52.
1083. Sullivan reportedly made such a threat; see Schlesinger, Robert Kennedy and His Times, p.
716.
1084. For a complete text of the White House statement see State History, 1963, vol. 4, Document
170, pp. 353-54.
1085. O’Donnell, Johnny We Hardly Knew Ye, p. 17.
1086. Mecklin, Mission in Torment, pp. 216-17.
1087. Memorandum for the Record of a Meeting of the Executive Committee, the White House, 4:00
P.M., October 4, 1963, in State History, 1963, vol. 4, Document 174, pp. 358-59.
1088. Memorandum for the files of a Conference With the President, White House, 9;30 A.M.,
October 5, 1963, in State History, 1963, vol. 4, Document 179, pp. 368-69.
1089. For NSAM-263, see PP, DOD ed., Book 12, p. 578; and State History, 1963, vol. 4, Document
194, pp. 395-96.
1090. PP, Gravel ed., vol. 2, p. 169. Researchers NB: the date in this chronology in The Pentagon
Papers is mistaken; it has this meeting taking place on October 3; the correct date, however, is given
in the narrative portion of the same volume on p. 251.
1091. Memorandum of a Meeting, White House, 6:00 P.M., October 3, 1963, in State History, 1963,
vol. 4, Document 172, pp. 356-57.
1092. Sullivan memo to Hilsman, October 3, 1963, in State History, 1963, vol. 4, Document 173, pp.
357-58.
1093. MFR of a Meeting of the Executive Committee, White House, 4:00 P.M., October 4, 1963, in
State History, 1963, vol. 4, Document 174, pp. 358-360.



1094. Saigon CIA Station cable to CIA, October 5, 1963, in State History, 1963, vol. 4, Document
177, pp. 365-367.
1095. For the meeting, see Memorandum for the Files of a Conference with the President, 9:30 A.M.,
October 5, 1963, in State History, 1963, vol. 4, Document 179, pp. 368-70; for NSAM-263 see
Document 194, pp. 395-396.
1096. State cable to Lodge No. 534, October 5, 1963, in State History, 1963, vol. 4, Document 181,
pp. 371-79.
1097. McGeorge Bundy cable to Lodge CAP 63650, October 5, 1963, in State History, 1963, vol. 4,
Document 182, p. 379.
1098. Mecklin, Mission in Torment, p. 219.
1099. Lodge cable to Rusk No. 652, October 7, 1963, in State History, 1963, vol. 4, Document 186,
pp. 385-86.
1100. State History, vol. 4, p. 397, n. 3.
1101. CIA cable to Lodge, October 9, 1963, in State History, 1963, vol. 4, document 192, p. 393.
1102. Summary of Saigon CIA Station cable to CIA, October 23, 1963, in State History, 1963, vol. 4,
p. 423, n. 5.
1103. Excerpt of Saigon CIA cable to CIA, October 23, 1963, in State History, 1963, vol. 4, document
209, pp. 427-28.
1104. Memorandum of a Conference with the President, 4:20 P.M., October 29, 1963, in State
History, 1963, vol. 4, Document 234, pp. 468-71.
1105. Memorandum of a Conference with the President, 6:00 P.M., October 29, 1963, in State
History, 1963, vol. 4, Document 235, pp. 472-73.
1106. McGeorge Bundy cable to Lodge, October 29, 1963, in State History, 1963, vol. 4, Document
236, pp. 473-75.
1107. See the recapitulation of the generals’ “double bump” plan in State History, 1963, vol. 4, p. 506,
n. 3.
1108. Memorandum for the Record of Discussion at the Daily White House Staff Meeting, 8:00 A.M.,
November 1, 1963, in State History, 1963, vol. 4, Document 263, p. 518.
1109. State History, 1963, vol. 4, Document 274, p. 533.
1110. Lodge cable to State No. 913, November 4, 1963, in State History, 1963, vol. 4, Document 290,
pp. 559-60.
1111. Taylor, Swords and Plowshares, p. 301.
1112. Schlesinger, A Thousand Days, pp. 909-10.
1113. State History, 1963, vol. 4, p. 533.
1114. See comprehensive list of meeting attendees, August 27, 1963 through November 2, 1963, JFK
Library, NSF, Meeting, Box 317.
1115. State cable to All Diplomatic Posts, November 2, 1963, in State History, 1963, vol. 4,
Document 277, p. 536.
1116. Rusk cable to Lodge No. 694, November 2, 1963, Declassified Documents, RC, 829G.



M

Chapter 22

The Honolulu Agenda

End of the Optimistic Interlude
idway between Kennedy’s implementation of the withdrawal plan
and the assassination of Diem, the State Department led a frontal

attack on the fiction of battlefield success in Vietnam. The assault was
launched with a major study by the Department’s Bureau of Intelligence
and Research (INR)—RFE-90, entitled, “Statistics on the War Effort in
South Vietnam Show Unfavorable Trends.”1117 The October 22 report,
signed by INR Director Thomas Hughes, caused a sensation in Washington
because it made the case for a deteriorating battlefield situation using
statistics from MACV. Of course, such conclusions would not have been the
least bit surprising to U.S. Army Pacific (USARPAC) intelligence analysts,
who had been reporting this since MACV’s creation in early 1962. The
USARPAC Intelligence Bulletins, however, had not been landing on the
desk of the president—even though we know that the vice president was
aware of their substance all along (see Chapter 13).

The timing of RFE-90 was no accident. The State Department did not
suddenly figure out, in late October 1963, that something was wrong with
the war effort. Nine days after the instructions that flowed from NSAM-263
were sent to Lodge, Kennedy followed up with a personal cable on October
24, in which he asked the ambassador to “send personal reports at least
weekly for my attention.”1118 The president asked that Lodge address
himself to a series of questions, and at the top of the list was this one: “Are
we gaining or losing on balance and day by day in the contest with the Viet
Cong?” Having already implemented the withdrawal plan, the answer to



this question would ultimately determine both the justification for and the
fate of that plan. Lodge’s first answer, sent to Kennedy on October 16,
stated:

We appear to me to be doing little more than holding our own.
This looks like a long, smoldering struggle, with political and
military aspects intertwined, each of which is stubborn in its own
way.1119

This was not an encouraging answer to the president, whose secret
implementation of the first withdrawal increment had already left him
casting a wary eye toward the battlefield. It was precisely at this time that a
major effort was launched to document the war’s failure and expose
MACV’s statistical charade. Taylor and the chiefs would oppose this effort
at first. However, when they discovered what Kennedy’s true intentions
were, they would suddenly reverse course and join the chorus.

The Hughes report said that “since July 1963, the trend in Viet Cong
casualties, weapons losses, and defections has been downward while the
number of Viet Cong armed attacks and other incidents has been upward.”
The report then added this numbing news:

Comparison with earlier periods suggests that the military
position of the government of Vietnam may have been set back
to the point it occupied six months to a year ago. These trends
coincide with the sharp deterioration of the political situation.

Even without the Buddhist crisis, the report continued, it was possible that
the regime would not have been able to “maintain the favorable trends of
previous periods in the face of accelerated Viet Cong effort.”

The same day RFE-90 was published, the U.S. Army attaché in Saigon
sent a cable to the Pentagon about the approach of Colonel Khuong—the
same approach that led to Harkins’ attempt to thwart the coup—which
confirmed the dreary interpretation of the battlefield held by the Vietnamese
Joint General Staff where Khuong worked.1120 Did the U.S. really believe
the military reports that the war would be won by 1965? Khuong asked. It
was clear he did not. Why does the South Vietnamese Army fail to attack



and press their advantage and kill more Viet Cong? Khuong asked the
surprised Americans. The army could win, he said, but would not “so long
as the present government remains in power.” If things went unchanged, he
said, the Viet Cong would win by 1965.

On October 23 Lodge sent Kennedy his second update.1121 The
ambassador said: “There appears to have been no significant change in the
last week on a day-to-day basis.” He concluded with the comment that the
government was more preoccupied with protecting its own internal power
structure than with pursuing victory over the Viet Cong, adding darkly,
“And the Viet Cong is developing.” Two Lodge reports and RFE-90 were
sufficient to spur Taylor into action. On October 29 he sent a cable to
Harkins calling attention to “divergent reporting on the military situation
arriving through the MACV and Ambassadorial channels.”1122 Taylor
complained about Lodge’s last battlefield report:

Saigon 768 contains statements on the progress of the campaign
at variance with those we have received from you and with the
impressions which Secretary McNamara and I received in
Saigon. Are we correct in believing that the ambassador is
forwarding military reports and evaluations without consulting
you?

An embittered Harkins cabled back on October 30 that Lodge’s “methods of
operations” were entirely different than Nolting’s had been where military
reporting was concerned.1123 Harkins said he disagreed with the
ambassador’s assessment that “we are just holding our own.” The
government was “way ahead in I, II, and part of III Corps,” he said, “and
making progress in the Delta.” Harkins concluded with this reassuring
sentence: “Nothing has happened in October to change the assessment you
and Secretary McNamara made after your visit here.”

That same day came Ambassador Lodge’s next battlefield update for
the president. It read:

No major change in military situation since last week. Most
noteworthy event which happened to me personally is highly
secret statement by General Don, Acting Chief, Joint General



Staff, that he did not think the war could be won [with] the
present government in power before the Americans left and
certainly could not be won after that.1124

Lodge said it could be won but that it would take “more than is now being
done” by the government. That evening, Harkins sent another cable to
Taylor showing inputs submitted to Lodge on October 16, 23, and 30, all
saying, of course, that the government was winning the war.1125 Harkins
said he never knew if Lodge used them because he was not allowed to see
the cables the ambassador sent to the president.

Back in Washington, the battle over the battlefield began heating up.
McGeorge Bundy called Under Secretary Harriman on October 30 to say
McNamara was “indignant” that Harkins was not asked about Lodge’s
military assessments.1126 Harriman replied that Harkins’ assessments were
inaccurate and that Bundy should keep that in mind in connection with what
Harkins might say. Harriman—who, besides being the Under Secretary of
State for Political Affairs, was also Chairman of the Special Group for
Counterinsurgency—added that “he had great misgivings about the
competence of Harkins’ staff.”

Not surprisingly, when the coup was over Lodge changed his tune. On
November 5, he sent his next battlefield assessment to Kennedy.1127 It
passed on this optimistic view: “I believe prospects of victory are much
improved provided the generals stay united.” Lodge took a jab at Harkins
for saying the coup committee had been “greatly preoccupied” with the
coup. “They did not,” said Lodge, “lose sight of the necessity to keep a
weather eye out for the counterinsurgency effort.” Lodge’s new found
optimism would disappear in a matter of days.

Meanwhile, Krulak pounded the table with a talking paper for a
November 6 meeting that attacked RFE-90.1128 While the State paper used
statistics from the defense agencies, he said, “Neither the memorandum
itself nor its conclusions were coordinated with the Defense Department.”
The report had used “a few select statistical indicators over a short period of
time, while ignoring many others, to form an extrapolated military
judgment.” Krulak said the report was of “little importance,” but that it
could lead to interpretations and disagreements between the Departments of
State and Defense that could only produce “embarrassment” to both



departments. Krulak added that the subject had been made more sensitive
by the coup and recommended that McNamara be asked to bring up the
matter with Rusk.

That is indeed what happened. On November 7 McNamara sent a copy
of RFE-90, along with disparaging comments by the JCS, to Rusk.1129 In
his cover memo McNamara said wryly: “If you were to tell me that it is not
the policy of the State Department to issue military appraisals without
seeking the views of the Defense Department the matter will die.” Rusk
sent McNamara a memo agreeing to this, but he also included a memo by
Hughes stating that, in this case, close “contact” had been effected both
with the Defense Intelligence Agency and with Krulak’s office.1130 In his
memo, Hughes pointed out that some of the statistics cited by the Defense
Department in rebuttal of his study were wrong or had been made possible
only because MACV had simply changed the reporting criteria on the Viet
Cong. Finally, he said, the CIA had just released an independent study that
“concurred with our findings using essentially the same statistical indicators
and the same time period.”1131

The chiefs’ disparaging comments about RFE-90 are important mainly
because they tell us that the chiefs were still flying blind with respect to
Kennedy’s plans for Vietnam. At the end of October and early November,
overlying the drama of Diem’s murder in Saigon, there was a sudden
convergence of effort to show that the war was failing—using MACV’s
statistics. As Krepinevich states in his trenchant analysis of the war, the
State Department assessment clearly struck a nerve among the Joint Chiefs,
“questioning as it did the basic foundation upon which MACV had set its
counterinsurgency program.”1132 This was especially true for Taylor, whose
influence over Harkins had been prevalent since MACV’s creation. Taylor’s
incitement to Harkins to attack Lodge, and Krulak’s quibbling over the
coordination of RFE-90, however, were remnants of a lost cause.

The final death gurgle of optimism was a Krulak study forwarded
directly to McNamara at this time which, in a once-over-the-world manner,
delivered a broad retrospective evaluation of the war from 1960 through
October 1963. The Pentagon Papers offers this comment about Krulak’s
evaluation:



The [Krulak] report presented nothing less than a glowing
account of steady progress across the board in the military
situation. Significantly, it contained no hint that the rate of
progress possibly might have temporarily slowed somewhat in
the second half of 1963, despite that fact that it expressly treated
events as late as October. Yet, by this time, other evaluations
giving quite a different picture were already asserting
themselves.1133

As Krepinevich points out, in December the Army staff, too, would switch
its view of the war from optimism to pessimism, and “MACV would fall in
line once General Harkins was removed.”1134 It was in early November,
however, that the last vestiges of support for the fiction that Harkins and
Taylor had been clinging to finally fell away. As the Honolulu meeting
approached, the tide turned toward pessimism as suddenly and as swiftly as
the optimistic interlude had begun in early 1962.

“To Bring Americans Home”
It was November 12, just ten days before the Kennedy assassination, when
Senator Wayne Morse had a riveting talk with the president.1135 “I went
down to the White House,” Morse recalls, “and handed him his education
bills, which I was handling on the Senate floor.” Morse remembers making
“two to five speeches a week against Kennedy on Vietnam.” The Senator
says his colleagues used to kid him saying, “Wayne, haven’t you covered
that subject?” He would respond: “Apparently not. We teachers know the
value of repetition in the learning process.” Morse described what happened
with Kennedy that day:

I’d gone into the president’s office to discuss education bills, but
he said, Wayne, I want you to know you’re absolutely right about
your criticism of my Vietnam policy. Keep this in mind. I’m in
the midst of an intensive study which substantiates your position
on Vietnam. When I’m finished I want you to give me half a day
and come over and analyze it point by point.”



Surprised, Morse asked if Kennedy understood his objections. Kennedy
replied, “If I don’t understand your objections by now, I never will.”

What was this “intensive study” on Vietnam that Kennedy was in the
midst of? Since early in the year his plan had been to wait until after the
1964 election to pull out. Kennedy had already let Senator Mansfield in on
his secret plan to withdraw. He and Mansfield had agreed that announcing
the withdrawal would lead to “a wild conservative outcry against returning
him to the presidency for a second term.”1136 McNamara, Mansfield and
Morse were not the only people who knew what Kennedy was planning to
do. So did Forrestal, who found out about it a few days later. Forrestal also
knew something Senator Morse and Mansfield did not: Kennedy had
already given the order to withdraw 1,000 American advisors by the end of
the year. Kennedy’s rethinking appears to have been prompted by the
sudden shift in reporting on the battlefield situation in early November and
his concern over what this might mean for the upcoming election campaign.

The shift in Kennedy’s thinking led him to modify his public position
on the withdrawal to make a far clearer commitment to carrying it out. A
brief review demonstrates how this came about. By waiting until after the
election to fully withdraw he could steer clear of a conservative backlash;
and, by beginning to bring a few men home, supposedly because of success
on the battlefield, he could fend off the criticism of the liberals, like
Fulbright, who were arguing that Kennedy was bogging down the U.S. into
a hopeless quagmire. The crux of his public position was to stay in the
middle while letting his military advisors emphasize that they were winning
the war. Consequently, he had distanced himself from the optimistic
withdrawal timetable publicly announced by McNamara on October 2. In
keeping with this plan, Kennedy included a requirement for secrecy when
he actually implemented the 1,000-man withdrawal with NSAM-263,
putting this secrecy requirement right in the NSAM itself.

In this way, Kennedy had moved forward as planned, insulated, as best
as he felt he could manage from attacks on either side as the upcoming
election approached. The looming problem was what to do if the battlefield
situation made staying on the fence politically untenable. The president’s
remarks at the October 2 NSC meeting1137 clearly indicate his fear that the
situation could change at any time, and his statements at an October 9 press
conference demonstrate his concern that this uncertain situation could be a
problem in the election campaign. He said:



I cannot tell what our relations will be in Southeast Asia a year
from now. I know what results our policy is attempting to bring.
But I think the result ought to be judged in the summer of ’64
and the fall of ’64. … I would not want to make those judgments
now, because I think we still have a long way to go before next
summer. … I would say we are going to have a hard, close
[election campaign] fight in 1964.1138

As the moment drew near for the 1,000-man withdrawal, Kennedy still
maintained secrecy about his decision to implement it. On October 31
Kennedy was asked pointblank whether he intended to speed up the
withdrawal from Vietnam. He responded:

Well as you know, when Secretary McNamara and General
Taylor came back, they announced that we would expect to
withdraw a thousand men from South Vietnam before the end of
the year and there has been some reference to that by General
Harkins. If we were able to do that, that would be our schedule. I
think the first unit or first contingent would be 250 men who are
not involved in what might be called front-line operations. It
would be our hope to lessen the number of Americans there by
1,000, as the training intensifies and is carried on by South
Vietnam. [Emphasis added]1139

These remarks show that the president, three weeks after the fact, was still
not prepared to publicly acknowledge that he had agreed with this
timetable. His public position remained that the 1,000-man withdrawal was
still an “if” at this point.

Then came the sudden turnaround in the early November battlefield
reporting, as the CIA joined the State Department in decrying the state of
the war effort. The manner in which this reversal occurred—citing MACV’s
own statistics—thoroughly impugned Harkins’ reporting and any possibility
of maintaining the fiction of battlefield success. By this time, it had become
crystal clear to Kennedy that the battlefield would not hold until the
following summer. It was this unwelcome fact that forced him to reconsider
his public stance on the war. This new situation was the context for the



president’s conversation with Senator Morse on November 12. In a press
conference two days later, a reporter asked Kennedy for his appraisal of
Vietnam and what the purpose was for the upcoming Honolulu meeting. In
his reply, the president said this:

Because we do have a new situation there, and a new
government, [and] we hope, an increased effort in the war. The
purpose of the meeting at Honolulu—Ambassador Lodge will be
there, General Harkins will be there, Secretary McNamara and
others, and then as you know, Ambassador Lodge will come here
—is to attempt to assess the situation: what American policy
should be, and what our aid policy should be, how we can
intensify the struggle, [and] how we can bring Americans out of
there.1140 [Emphasis added]

Kennedy chose his words very carefully. A close look reveals that in
addition to a new government there was also a “new situation” that required
increasing the war effort. Gone from the president’s list of objectives was
winning the war—it had been replaced with the phrase “intensify the
struggle.” In other words, increasing and intensifying the struggle against
the Viet Cong was necessary because the battlefield situation was
deteriorating.

Earlier, at his September 12 press conference, Kennedy had said his
policy was “simple” and had three objectives: win the war, contain the
communists, and bring Americans home. That was before the change in
battlefield reporting in early November. At the November 12 press
conference Kennedy restated American objectives this way:

Now, that is our object, to bring Americans home, permit the
South Vietnamese to maintain themselves as a free and
independent country, and permit democratic forces within the
country to operate—which they can of course, much more freely
when the assault from the inside, and which is manipulated from
the North, is ended. So the purpose of the meeting in Honolulu is
to pursue these objectives. [Emphasis added].



This placed a stronger emphasis on withdrawing Americans than the
president had ever done publicly before. He now placed it at the head of
American objectives in Vietnam. In this statement, too, there was no
provision for winning the war. Kennedy merely referred to permitting
“democratic forces within the country to operate,” a formulation that was
only a step away from a political solution along the lines he had pursued in
Laos.

Kennedy followed his performance at the November 12 press
conference with another substantive change: he lifted the secrecy
requirement from his approval of the 1,000-man withdrawal. Two days after
the press conference, the MAAG Chief in Vietnam, Major General Charles
Timmes, made it official: 1,000 American soldiers would be coming home
by the end of December.1141 Kennedy did not personally issue a press
statement; he was at Palm Beach, Florida, where a White House spokesman
would neither confirm nor deny the number of troops to be withdrawn. The
spokesman did say, however, that the number “was being determined by the
Department of Defense.” Any high-level announcement in Washington
would await the results of the Honolulu meeting—now less than a week
away.

Kennedy asked Forrestal to go to the Honolulu meeting and then to
proceed to Cambodia, which had been making charges of U.S. interference
in its affairs. Before leaving, Forrestal met with Kennedy on November
21.1142 Forrestal reports what Kennedy said in that prophetic encounter:

He asked me to stay a bit, and said: “When you come back, I
want you to come and see me, because we have to start to plan
for what we are going to do now, in South Vietnam.” He said, “I
want to start a complete and very profound review of how we got
into this country; what we thought we were doing; and what we
now think we can do.” He said: “I even want to think about
whether or not we should be there.” [Emphasis added]

Kennedy told Forrestal that because this “was in the context of an election
campaign,” he could not consider a quick “drastic change” of policy, but
instead how “some kind of gradual shift in our presence in South Vietnam
could occur.”



Kennedy’s dilemma was how to engineer this gradual shift while the
battlefield situation was rapidly declining, and would perhaps decline even
faster as the U.S. pulled out. His last remark about Vietnam, made in Fort
Worth the morning he was shot to death, could not have stated this dilemma
more clearly: “Without the United States, South Vietnam would collapse
overnight.”1143

The Situation Shapes Up
It would be like one of the “periodic” sessions on Southeast Asia conducted
by McNamara in Honolulu in the past, said a Defense Department official
to reporters on November 12.1144 “State Department sources,” said the New
York Times, “indicated that the meeting in Honolulu would spare
Ambassador Lodge the necessity of coming to Washington.” This tip on
Lodge was news, and so was the rest of what the Defense Department told
the newspaper about the war. In addition to being “notably cautious” in
their outlook, the Pentagon background briefers launched into exactly the
same sort of negative statistics that the State Department and CIA had been
flagging earlier in the month. The New York Times article stated:

In late October, according to Defense Department reports from
South Vietnam, the ratio of fighting men killed, which favored
the government forces by 3 to 1, fell to barely 2 to 1. Defense
officials are watching to see whether there is any improvement.

The same Defense officials said there had been “no change in plans” with
respect to the 1,000-man withdrawal. “Presumably the Honolulu meeting
will discuss the plans,” the article said.

“From what I can gather the Honolulu meeting is shaping up into a
replica of its predecessors,” Forrestal wrote to Bundy on November 13,
“i.e., an eight-hour briefing conducted in the usual military manner.”1145

Forrestal explained that in the past this had meant that 100 people in
CINCPAC’s conference room would be “treated to a dazzling display of
maps and charts, punctuated with some intellectual fireworks from Bob
McNamara.” At the daily White House staff meeting that morning,
McGeorge Bundy remarked that “the agenda seemed to be full of



briefings,” and asked Forrestal “if something could be done about that or
whether they would have to have some dinners on the side to do some real
talking.”1146

What did Bundy mean by “real talking” at dinners “on the side”? The
minutes of the staff meeting, again made by Taylor’s aide, Smith, recorded
this reply:

Forrestal replied that the only way to break it up was to do as
McNamara did, which was to interrupt loudly in the middle of
any mechanical briefing. From this exchange, it became clear
that at least Bundy and Forrestal plan to do most of their work
outside the meetings.

What work would McGeorge Bundy be doing? He had never come to one
of these conferences before. This question obviously struck someone in this
staff meeting, who asked him why he was going at all. Bundy cryptically
replied that “he had been instructed.”

Kennedy had given Bundy his instructions. He was being sent to
Honolulu to develop a new presidential directive—a new NSAM—centered
on the objectives that Kennedy had announced at his press conference the
following day (November 15). As previously discussed, at the top of the list
was bringing Americans home. In anticipation of a possible public
statement that would follow the Honolulu recommendations and subsequent
presidential decisions, Kennedy also sent his Press Secretary, Pierre
Salinger. Consequently, Rusk brought his Assistant Secretary for Public
Affairs, John Manning, and McNamara brought his Assistant Secretary for
Public Affairs, Arthur Sylvester.

The final topic of discussion at Bundy’s morning meeting was Lodge.
It was decided that the State Department had misspoke about the
ambassador, who would “still have good reason to come to Washington,”
and the issue was to be cleared up that day. What was the “good reason” for
Lodge to come to Washington? David Halberstam’s The Best and the
Brightest contains this passage:

On November 21 Henry Cabot Lodge flew to Honolulu on the
first leg of a trip to Washington, where he planned to tell the



president that the situation was much worse than they thought;
even Lodge, who had been pushing the idea that the war was
going badly, was shocked at just how discouraging it really was,
and he planned to tell Kennedy that there was serious doubt as to
whether any government could make it any more.1147

Before the coup, Lodge was pessimistic; after it, he was optimistic. If
Halberstam is right, Lodge had now changed his mind again, the second
time in just three weeks. Why so much vacillating?

The answer is that it was due to the sudden turnabout of reporting in
early November. The Pentagon Papers contains this description of that
reversal:

First, there was unmistakable and accumulating evidence that, in
the period immediately after the coup, the situation had
deteriorated in many places as a direct result of the coup. Then
came increasing expression of a judgment that the deterioration
was not merely an immediate and short lived phenomenon, but
rather something that continued. … Finally, the impression,
developed in many quarters, and eventually spread to all, that
before the coup, the situation had been much more adverse than
we had recognized officially at the time.1148 [Emphasis added]

The conference was shaping up all right, but not in the way that Kennedy,
Bundy, and Forrestal had foreseen. The Secretary of Defense was about to
be given—for the first time and in front of the most impressive group ever
assembled on Vietnam policy—the unvarnished truth about the failing war
effort. Why? The chiefs were no longer worried about losing face. Their
only hope now was that Kennedy would lose the 1964 election.

The Honolulu Conference
Security was tight at Camp Smith, Hawaii, as the conference participants
began arriving on Wednesday, November 19. McCone had already arrived,
and McNamara’s plane landed at 10:00 P.M. McGeorge Bundy and



Forrestal would be on Rusk’s plane, which would not arrive until moments
before the conference began the following morning. “Officials Silent at
Hawaiian Huddle on South Vietnam Policy,” read a newspaper headline.
CINCPAC Admiral Felt’s staff told reporters: “There would most likely not
be much said for publication.”1149 The reporters were told they “would not
be encouraged” to visit Camp Smith, where the talks were held.

There was a reason for the secrecy, and the fact that McNamara said
nothing when he left after the conference. What happened at the meeting
was shocking. Both Rusk and McNamara returned to Washington with
“growing concern” about the war, especially in the Delta.1150 McGeorge
Bundy returned with a draft NSAM for the president, which, if approved,
would have expressed these growing concerns while maintaining his plans
for withdrawing from the war. Kennedy would not act upon it, of course,
because he was on his way to an ambush in Dallas. The new directive—
NSAM 273—would be approved by his successor, Lyndon Johnson. What
Johnson approved, however, was far different than the draft that Bundy had
prepared for Kennedy.

When the November 20 conference was over, the president’s National
Security Advisor had the very difficult task of drafting the new NSAM. He
had to reconcile the escalation and Americanization of the war
recommended by the military at the Honolulu conference with Kennedy’s
Vietnam policy. The NSAM that resulted from the proceedings at Honolulu
has become one of the most controversial documents of the war. It is
appropriate, therefore, before laying out what we do know about the
meeting, to state what we do not know about it, in particular, the restricted
discussions.

The conference began at 8:00 A.M., with a private session in Admiral
Felt’s office restricted to the principals: Rusk, McNamara, Lodge, Taylor,
Felt, and Harkins. Unfortunately, there is no record of what happened at this
meeting. From 8:30 to 10:15, all conference members met in the command
center to listen to presentations on agenda items A— “Country Team
Review of Situation”—and B— “Prospects and measures proposed by
Country Team, for improved prosecution of the war under the new
government.” For these briefings, we have a record created by
CINCPAC.1151 After a short break, the principals, joined this time by
McGeorge Bundy, McCone, and Bell, retired to the executive meeting room
for another restricted session from 10:35 to 12:00. Once again, there is no



record of what happened at this meeting. While it was going on, the rest of
the conferees were broken down into four groups to carry out separate
discussions “of programs to produce recommendations to Principals.”

Group 1 was to again discuss agenda items A and B; group 2 was to
discuss items C—the MAP and Comprehensive Plan and “associated
Country Team plans” and D—an outline of the withdrawal program. Group
3 was to discuss item E—a new reporting system; and group 4 was to
discuss items F—CIA-MACV “relationships”—and G, whose subject we
do not know, but which was probably North Vietnam and Laos operations
(if the list of subjects in an associated “Briefing Book” are any indication).
No record exists of any of these discussions; but we do have a sanitized
version of the Honolulu Meeting Briefing Book.1152 The briefing book lists
nearly all of the submissions made at the non-restricted sessions of the
conference.

Lodge’s presentation was full of contradictions. Where he had earlier
been so insistent on reforms by Diem, he seemed to have a different view.
He said he “doubted the wisdom of the U.S. making sweeping demands for
democratization or for early elections at this time.” He said he would
“instead urge that the U.S. be patient and give the generals a chance to get
on with the war.” His outlook was “hopeful,” he said, but certain facts in his
briefing must have been upsetting for McNamara and Rusk to listen to. For
example, his comments that the generals wanted to drastically reduce or
eliminate the population being put into “forced labor” to build strategic
hamlets was not the picture of happy villagers secure from the Viet Cong
that the secretaries had been reading about for the previous two years.
Lodge said the government finally had the support of the population, but
then added, “However, in the final analysis the war will be won or lost in
the countryside and to date the rural population is still apathetic.”

When Harkins got up to brief the military situation, he said there was
“no difference of opinion” between he and Lodge on the situation or the
conduct of the war, to which Lodge immediately agreed. This was not true,
and even amusing. After all of the backstabbing and struggle of the
previous two months, one could justifiably ask what had happened to make
them now like two peas in a pod. Harkins discussed statistics, but these
were inconclusive. The problem was “one of people, not statistics,” he said.
He, too, said the rural population was “apathetic.”



Harkins said that support from the “man in the hamlet” would depend
on whether the government could assure his security. He also said there
were insufficient military forces at the village level to “make it safe for the
people to report on the VC.” McNamara then asked “if the reason that so
many strategic hamlets were considered unsuccessful was for security,
economic, or political reasons.” “All three,” replied an expert on hand. In
his briefings on the hamlet program, Deputy Chief of Mission Trueheart
admitted that its implementation had been “faulty” under the Diem regime.

A briefing item on the “Requirements for the Delta Campaign”1153

contained some truly shocking military news. According to the briefing
book:

In the summer of 1963 the Viet Cong in the Delta began to react
more sharply to the growing Vietnamese pressure. While
engagements were only slightly more frequent, they were much
more intense on both sides. The toll against the Viet Cong was
particularly heavy. During August, September, and October over
4,000 Viet Cong were killed or captured in the Delta, yet their
strength in mid-November had not generally diminished,
remaining at something over 7,000 hard core plus about 25,000
irregulars.

These casualty figures were either suspect or the Viet Cong had
successfully recruited 4,000 soldiers from an “apathetic” population in just
ninety days. In any event, the briefing indicated that the war was going
downhill in the Delta, and had been since July. It is not clear how many of
these briefings McNamara listened to before he finally declared that “the
situation in the Delta and [the] strategic hamlet program itself are both
serious, immediate problems.”

The briefing on the withdrawal plan had a big surprise.1154 The overall
plan, as directed by McNamara at the July 1962 SECDEF conference,
according to the written submission, was based on the assumption that Viet
Cong activity would be reduced to a level the government could handle by
1965. No statement followed on whether this assumption still appeared to
be valid. In truth, of course, it was not. The briefing went on to cite some
aspects of the Comprehensive Plan, and how the 1,000-man withdrawal was



part of that. In one of the tabbed enclosures (TAB E) to the written report,
however, was evidence that the 1,000-man withdrawal had been gutted.

The initial plan submitted by CINCPAC in July, and that McNamara
had approved in September, had what was called a “50-50 mix of unit and
individual personnel withdrawal”—meaning that, in truth, only half of the
withdrawal was real. The “personnel” portion of this mix is where slack
could be introduced, since it was possible to show a medical evacuee, for
example, as an individual personnel withdrawal—providing that the
individual was not replaced until January. In other words, the plan as it
stood in September at least required true units comprising 500 men to be
withdrawn. In October, following a MACV “recommendation,” CINCPAC
changed the mix to “30 percent units and 70 percent individuals.” This
meant that only 300 men in real units would be withdrawn. Taylor,
according to the tabbed enclosure, approved this revision in November
1963. Apparently, Taylor did not ask Secretary McNamara for his approval
or even inform him of this decision.

The history of how true units were eviscerated from the 1,000-man
withdrawal plan can only be found in the Honolulu Meeting Briefing Book.
The nearly fifty pages of material on the withdrawal plan in The Pentagon
Papers do not mention this at all.1155 What follows here is, to the author’s
knowledge, the first time the details of this obscure but significant act have
been fully discussed. The plan that Taylor approved removed the following
nine units from the withdrawal: an Army support unit; an armed helicopter
(HU-1B) transportation company; a Caribou (cargo) test unit; an Air Force
support unit; a defoliation C-123 detachment; an Air Defense F-102
detachment; the 6091st Reconnaissance Detachment; a detachment of the
1964th Communications Group; and a detachment of the 5th TAC (air
control) Group. These units contained a total of 538 men. Two new units
were added to the withdrawal: a Caribou (cargo) company and the 91st

Medical Detachment, which together had 157 men in them. To keep the
appearance of a 1,000-man withdrawal, however, the list was padded with
513 Army and Air Force “individuals.”

The only original units left were the 560th Military Police Company, a
few medical civic action teams, and a Marine security platoon, which
together comprised just 134 men. When these were added to the new cargo
company and medical detachment, the units in the final withdrawal plan
were 28 percent of the total, while 72 percent were “individuals.” This was



a far cry from the armed helicopters, fighter aircraft, and other combat-
associated units in the plan McNamara had approved in September. The
record of discussion in the full Honolulu session says nothing about what
had happened to the 1,000-man withdrawal, and we do not know whether
this subject was briefed orally to the principals because no record of the
restricted meetings has survived. The Pentagon Papers says this about the
withdrawal plan’s execution after the Honolulu meeting:

It proved essentially an accounting exercise. Technically, more
than a thousand U.S. personnel did leave, but many of these were
part of the normal turnover cycle, inasmuch as rotation policy
alone, not to mention medical evacuation or administrative
reasons, resulted in an average rate of well over a thousand
returnees per month.1156

It was therefore a simple matter of temporarily slowing down the
“replacement pipeline.”

Incredibly, after all of the meetings, memos, plans, approvals, and a
presidential decision and National Security Action Memorandum (263), the
much vaunted 1,000-man withdrawal was carried out by a few personnel
clerks who accomplished it by simply delaying replacements of individuals
for a few days. Even this did not work fully, and the December strength
dipped by about 800 men instead of 1,000 because of “additional
deployments approved since September.” This was a pathetic end to the
determined effort Kennedy had engineered in NSAM-263.

It is not hard to imagine that Kennedy would have been angered by
Taylor’s decision on the 1,000-man withdrawal. Taylor’s failure to
coordinate CINCPAC’s “revision” of the plan with the Secretary of Defense
stands out like a sore thumb. Instead, the drastic changes just showed up
quietly as a little tabbed enclosure to a written document in a briefing book
at the Honolulu meeting. Why was this? The answer might be that Taylor
did not want McNamara to know about it.

McNamara had asked for real units to be put in the 1,000-man
withdrawal, and, in fact, they had been in the beginning. Recall that back on
August 20, McNamara’s staff caught CINCPAC and Taylor attempting to
approve the creation of ad hoc “phony” units in which to hide 500



individuals who were not in the real units ordered to be withdrawn. When
McNamara approved the withdrawal on September 3, he specifically
warned Taylor not to do this. (See Chapter Nineteen in this volume.) So
Taylor probably expected his decision in November to gut the units to be
withdrawn by 72% would not be approved. This evisceration of the 1,000-
man withdrawal was probably not briefed to McNamara at all in Honolulu.
The only reason we know about it is because this information had been
placed in an obscure corner of a briefing book that was discovered by the
author in the JFK Presidential Library.

By keeping to himself his approval of what MACV and CINCPAC
wanted to do to the withdrawal plan, General Taylor played the key role in
destroying the genuine 1,000-man withdrawal ordered by President
Kennedy. But Taylor’s approval of the drastic changes made to the
withdrawal plan was not the only major decision that he made and then hid
from McNamara and Kennedy. In May, Taylor had directed CINCPAC to
produce a plan for hit-and-run operations against the North, to be carried
out by the South Vietnamese with U.S. assistance. (See Chapter Nineteen.)
Felt produced a preliminary draft known as OPLAN 34-63. Taylor
approved it on August 14, and “after some modifications” were made,
Taylor approved it again on September 9.1157 No record of those
modifications, as they stood on September 9, has survived.

Taylor knew that South Vietnamese hit-and-run operations against
North Vietnam was something Kennedy himself had proposed early on. So,
there should have been no reason not to send the OPLAN to McNamara for
approval in September—unless it had been changed in ways to which the
president would object. Taylor never sent the plan he had approved to
McNamara, so neither the secretary nor the president were informed. Taylor
sat on the plan until tabling it at the November 20 Honolulu SECDEF
conference. So why did Taylor hold back for so long? The answer can be
found in the plan Taylor put before McNamara at the November Honolulu
meeting. Between September 9 and November 20, radical changes to
OPLAN 34-63 had been made.

The OPLAN that surfaced at the Honolulu meeting was no longer
limited to small scale South Vietnamese hit-and-run operations against
North Vietnam. OPLAN 34-63 now included the following covert
operations against North Vietnam:



(1) harassment; (2) diversion; (3) political pressure; (4) capture
of prisoners; (5) physical destruction; (6) acquisition of
intelligence; (7) generation of intelligence; and (8) diversion of
[North Vietnamese] resources.1158

What this new plan was even doing on the agenda without having been
coordinated with McNamara was very unusual—at least in this author’s
view. Apparently, Taylor had only coordinated the plan with CINCPAC. In
addition, the plan included “selected actions of graduated scope and
intensity to include commando type coastal raids.” These kinds of military
actions would involve the direct use of U.S. air and naval forces. It was
such coastal raids that produced the Tonkin Gulf incidents the following
August—along with a congressional blank check to escalate and
Americanize the war.

By November 1963, however, what operations had been conducted
against North Vietnam were small CIA actions. The military’s attitude at
the Honolulu meeting, says Colby, was that “the CIA was not vigorous or
large enough” to have enough military effect.1159 Colby contends that the
military wanted to take over operations against the North, and told the
author:

We were running a sort of hand-to-mouth operation—a few tired
old airplanes and a fairly small number of teams dropped in—
and if the military could get hold of it they’d put a critical mass
of bulk in and it would begin to have an effect.

The failure of these small operations had led Colby to lose confidence in the
entire idea of covert operations against North Vietnam. Consequently, he
says, this happened:

So in the middle of the [Honolulu] conference, when they were
talking about how they were going to build up to make bigger
operations, finally, at one point, I said, “Mr. Secretary
[McNamara], it isn’t gonna work. It’s just not gonna work.”



In his memoir, Colby says that McNamara “listened to me with a cold look
and then rejected my advice.”1160 The question is why? Perhaps, at the
meeting, McNamara was overwhelmed and shell shocked by the complete
collapse of the administration’s policy in Vietnam. There is no evidence that
the measures being discussed had been coordinated with the Defense
Secretary before the session in Honolulu. Colby had not been included in
the restricted Honolulu sessions. Perhaps the discussion of this sensitive
subject was first raised in them.

When the CINCPAC OPLAN and “all these operations” were
discussed in open session, Colby recalls, the military felt that “if the CIA,
and personally me, didn’t think that they could run [them] that was because
we just diddled at it instead of putting a massive effort into it.” The military
was confident that a “full-fledged effort”—as opposed to the sort of small
operation that failed at the Bay of Pigs—“could work.” Colby later wrote
that McNamara was sure the larger scale that was possible for the military
could wreak “serious damage” to North Vietnam’s military effort. In the
end, after the death of JFK, the decision was made to go ahead with these
operations. Both MACV and Colby, according to the Navy history of the
war, were ordered to “prepare a twelve-month, three-phase plan for actions
against North Vietnam in a campaign of graduated intensity.”1161 The CIA
was asked, Colby wrote, to contribute to the military’s effort in the political
and propaganda fields, and several CIA officers were attached to the
military program for this purpose.1162

“The desire to put pressure on North Vietnam prevailed,” Colby
recalls, “and then and there the United States military started the planning
and activity that would escalate finally into full-scale air attacks.”1163 When
asked specifically if the discussions at Honolulu included direct U.S.
military actions against North Vietnam, Colby told the present author, “Oh
sure, that was the idea in turning it over to the military.” Colby says that he
never thought this would work or “that we would be able to succeed in
paramilitary operations into North Vietnam.” There was one occasion, three
or four months after the conference, when a team got off a boat in North
Vietnam, went in and shot up a convoy, and got out in the boat. “McNamara
thought that was the greatest thing since sliced bread,” Colby said, but
added, “I’ve been on those operations. I know. I’ve blown up railroads. The
enemy fixes them the next day.”



What was taking place in Honolulu was headed in the opposite
direction that the president was moving. As Kennedy told Senator Wayne
Morse on November 12, he was in the midst of designing a plan that agreed
with Morse’s criticisms of his Vietnam policy. The upshot of the Honolulu
meeting, however, was that the shocking deterioration of the war effort was
presented in detail to those assembled, along with a plan to widen the war,
while the 1,000-man withdrawal was secretly gutted and turned into a
meaningless paper drill. The widening of the war to include direct
American attacks against North Vietnam would require presidential
approval. When McGeorge Bundy, whose job it was to draft a new NSAM
for the president, returned to the White House, he expected that Kennedy
would be alive to see it. Unfortunately for history, he would not be.
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Chapter 23

The Drums After Dallas

November 21—Draft NSAM-273
efense Secretary McNamara left here last night for Washington,”
read an Associated Press dispatch from Hawaii on November 21,

to report to President Kennedy on his top-level meeting with experts on
South Vietnam’s new regime.”1164 McGeorge Bundy was on board
McNamara’s plane, while Rusk and the others stayed behind waiting for
their departure to Tokyo on the morning of November 22. Rusk’s public
affairs chief, Robert Manning, made a brief announcement on November 21
about the Honolulu conference. He described it as “more of a discussion
than an arrival at a full set of finished decisions,” and further explained that
the meeting had produced “the raw material for recommendations” to be
made to the president.

These materials were indeed put into recommendations for Kennedy,
which were then put into a draft NSAM by McGeorge Bundy. He prepared it
in the White House on November 21. Asked by the author nearly thirty years
later to examine the document and comment about its authorship, Bundy
stated, “The typewriter appears to have been mine, and while some of the
sentences were submitted by others, yes, I probably was the drafter.”1165

After examining this and other documents pertaining to his participation at
the Honolulu meeting, Bundy recalled the experience and the fact that he
was surprised by the pessimism of the military briefings there. With respect
to the recommendations, including the planned widening of the war to
include actions against North Vietnam, Bundy explained that, in drafting the
NSAM, “I tried to bring them in line with the words that Kennedy might
want to say.” That was an extremely important comment in view of the fact



that unilateral American military attacks against North Vietnam were
definitely not in line with what Kennedy would want to say.

The first four paragraphs were general, and did not necessarily proceed
from the Honolulu meeting. The first paragraph reiterated the essence of
Kennedy’s policy: “It remains the central object of the United States in
South Vietnam to assist the people and government of that country to win
their contest against the externally directed and supported communist
conspiracy.”1166 [Emphasis added] The test of all decisions and actions was
to be how effectively they contributed to “this purpose.”

The second paragraph, which addressed the withdrawal, was an
ambiguous single sentence: “The objectives of the U.S. with respect to the
withdrawal of U.S. military personnel remain as stated in the White House
statement of October 2, 1963.” That statement, however, had spoken only of
McNamara’s and Taylor’s judgment that the “major part” of the U.S.
military task could be finished by the end of 1965, and that the training
program “should have progressed to the point” where 1,000 men could be
withdrawn by the end of the year. What was implied in Bundy’s draft
NSAM, then, was that the 1963 and 1965 benchmarks were valid only if the
McNamara-Taylor judgment held up. Since the October 2 statement had
been purposely designed to separate Kennedy from that judgement, the
reference to this unclassified statement—instead of the top secret NSAM-
263 that implemented the first stage of the withdrawal—opened the door to a
tacit step backward from NSAM-263. In view of Kennedy’s remarks to
Morse and Forrestal in the week before his death, he might well have
strengthened the wording of this sentence in the direction of bringing the
troops home.

The third paragraph was an innocuous slap on the wrist to “U.S.
officers,” reminding them to “conduct themselves” in a way to help the new
government “consolidate itself” and increase its popularity. The fourth
paragraph, however, was a strongly worded order to “all senior officers of
the government” to steer clear of any “public recrimination” and to “take
energetic steps to ensure that they and their subordinates go out of their way
to maintain and defend the unity of the United States government both here
and in the field.” This problem had been bothering Kennedy, who had issued
similar stern warnings during the previous weeks.





Edits to draft NSAM 273, p. 1.





Edits to draft NSAM 273, p. 2.





Edits to draft NSAM 273, p. 3.





Edits to draft NSAM 273, p. 4.





Final NSAM 273, p. 1.





Final NSAM 273, p. 2.





Final NSAM 273, p. 3.



The next six paragraphs were described as “lines of action developed
in the discussions of the Honolulu meeting of November 20.” Paragraph
five called for the concentration of American and South Vietnamese effort
“on the critical situation in the Delta.” [Emphasis added] It mentioned a full
panoply of military and nonmilitary efforts and referred to turning the tide
not just of battle but also of “belief.” That the tide of popular support was
against the government was something Kennedy had begun to publicly
acknowledge during the summer—beginning with the Cronkite interview.
What made this paragraph unusual and important was that Kennedy, if he
approved it, would be admitting for the first time that the battlefield
situation in the most populous and rich area of the country—the Mekong
River Delta—was failing.

Paragraph six was technical—unusually so for a presidential NSAM.
It was essentially a call to maintain military and economic assistance at the
same levels as they had been during the time of Diem’s government. The
paragraph contained the curious provision that these levels should not
decline in “their magnitude and effectiveness in the eyes of the Vietnamese
government,” raising the possibility that this might not be the case in the
eyes of someone else—such as the U.S. This call was further complicated
by a provision that meant, in essence, that there could be no economizing
within the Military Assistance Program (MAP) and “other U.S. defense
resources.” Without getting into the nitty-gritty of financing, the real
question is whether this paragraph was really aimed at restoring assistance
to what it had been before some of the cuts were made to pressure Diem, or
whether it was in fact a subtle attempt to forestall any future cutback in U.S.
assistance. In this author’s opinion, it included strands of both, and it is the
sort of wording that could lead people to justify contradictory actions.

Paragraph seven addressed actions against North Vietnam and it
considerably watered down the measures—under OPLAN 34-63—that
Colby and Harkins had been told to develop. It stated:

With respect to action against North Vietnam, there should be a
detailed plan for the development of additional Government of
Vietnam resources, especially for sea-going activity, and such
planning should indicate the time and investment necessary to
achieve a wholly new level of effectiveness in this field of action.
[Emphasis added]



Crucially, not one word about U.S. resources was mentioned. South
Vietnamese covert actions against the North was something Kennedy had
urged since the first days of his administration.1167 Escalating the war to
include unilateral American actions against North Vietnam, however, was
something Kennedy had been against from the beginning. He had told
Hilsman in 1962 that he feared there would be calls for such action.
Moreover, such an escalation was not the direction in which the president
wished to move U.S. policy, and that is the reason why Bundy wisely
restricted any military actions against North Vietnam to “additional
government of Vietnam resources.” McGeorge Bundy had, indeed,
endeavored to bring any proposal for intensifying military activity in the
war in line with Kennedy’s views.

Paragraph eight called for South Vietnamese “military operations up
to a line [of] 50 kilometers inside Laos, together with political plans for
minimizing the international hazards of such an enterprise.” This meant that
U.S. advisors might be going inside Laos with Vietnamese units and that a
plan for plausible denial was needed. It also said that since operational
responsibility for these kinds of actions should pass from the CIA to
MACV—part of the Switchback program—an alternative method of
“political liaison” was necessary, meaning coordination between MACV
and the embassies in Vietnam and Laos and perhaps other organizations as
well.

Paragraph nine dealt with Cambodia, which had been making charges
against the U.S., including CIA-Chinese Nationalist collusion to assassinate
Sihanouk and communist officials; U.S. smuggling of arms into the country
under diplomatic immunity; and, infiltration of Cambodian antigovernment
forces by the CIA.1168 Bundy’s draft NSAM said this:

Measures should be taken to satisfy ourselves completely that the
recent charges from Cambodia are groundless, and we should put
ourselves in a position to offer the Cambodians a full opportunity
to satisfy themselves on this same point.

Paragraph nine, referring back to the paragraphs on operations against
North Vietnam and Laos, said that another version of the Jordan report was



necessary—an updated demonstration of how the insurgency in the south
was controlled from the North and supplied through Laos.

All in all, the draft NSAM was an effort to produce—from the news of
defeat on the battlefield and recommendations to step up the war—a
directive the president could live with. Kennedy, after all, could be expected
to approve measures to “intensify”—a word he used in his press
conferences—the war effort, as long as it contributed the overall objective
of de-Americanizing the war.

In the daily White House staff meeting on November 22, held at 8:00
A.M., Bundy explained that briefings of McNamara “tend to be sessions
where people try to fool him, and he tries to convince them they
cannot.”1169 At the Honolulu meeting, however, Bundy said, someone had
told him that “for the first time the military reporting was realistic about the
situation in the Delta.” Bundy added he was not sure whether this had
resulted from the U.S. military feeling it could criticize the war effort
without fear of criticizing the government, “or whether it was something
more fundamental.”

Was there some more fundamental reason why the truth was finally
told at Honolulu? In this author’s opinion there was. It is the same reason
that the reporting changed so swiftly in November—backdated to July.
Kennedy had engineered a public recommendation by McNamara and
Taylor that he had secretly implemented. The timing of the change in
military reporting was apparently an immediate reaction to the move by
Kennedy to begin a withdrawal from Vietnam. When the optimistic
interlude began in early 1962, its purpose was to keep Kennedy in the war.
However, when Kennedy used that optimistic reporting to justify a
withdrawal, the false story of progress had outlived its usefulness. The
reporting reversal in early November 1963 was designed to deny the
president the opportunity to withdraw in a winning scenario during the
upcoming election campaign.

At 12:30 P.M., on Friday, November 22, the rifle shots rang out in
Dealey Plaza that took the president’s life. His Vietnam policy died with
him. On the surface, the shift in the war effort seemed gradual. It was
fifteen months before the first American Marines waded ashore at Da Nang,
South Vietnam. Some aspects of the reversal, however, were sudden—
almost instantaneous. The underlying reason why the larger change took as
long as it did was that Johnson faced the same problem Kennedy had: the



1964 presidential election. The key to understanding how this campaign
problem differed for these two men is this: Kennedy had to disguise a
withdrawal; Johnson had to disguise an intervention.

November 24—The First Vietnam Meeting
On November 23, McGeorge Bundy wrote President Johnson a memo
advising him how to handle his cabinet members during the meeting
scheduled for that day:

A number of them—and perhaps still more of the others who
regularly attend Cabinet [meetings]—are quite numb with
personal grief, and in keeping with your instinct of last night you
will wish to avoid any suggestion of over-assertiveness.1170

Johnson heeded this advice. At a 3:00 P.M. meeting the following day,
however, he was his usual assertive self. Rusk, McNamara, Ball, McGeorge
Bundy, McCone, and Lodge were all on hand for Johnson’s first Vietnam
meeting as president.

Some accounts of the meeting say that Lodge gave a pessimistic
briefing, while others say that he was hopeful.1171 Most accounts agree that
Johnson made some startlingly strong remarks. “I am not going to lose
Vietnam,” Johnson said, and added, “I am not going to be the president who
saw Southeast Asia go the way China went.”1172 He ordered Lodge to “tell
those generals in Saigon that Lyndon Johnson intends to stand by our
word.”1173

McCone’s notes of the meeting suggest the he, not Lodge, gave a dire
description of the war effort.1174 McCone’s notes indicate that Lodge
exerted great effort to assure Johnson that “we were in no way responsible”
for the deaths of Diem and Nhu. This was just as well for Lodge, because
the president said he was “not at all sure we took the right course in
upsetting the Diem regime,” and implied, according to McCone, that “left
to his own devices, he would not have supported the courses of action
which led to the coup.” McCone’s recollections of that meeting contain this
passage:



Note: I received in this meeting the first “President Johnson
tone” for action as contrasted with the “Kennedy tone.” Johnson
definitely feels that we place too much emphasis on social
reforms; he has very little tolerance with our spending so much
time being “do-gooders”; and he has no tolerance whatsoever
with bickering and quarreling of the type that has gone on in
South Vietnam.

Johnson’s words were truly threatening. He said he had “never been happy
with our operations in Vietnam.” [Emphasis added] There had been “serious
dissension and divisions” and he told Lodge he “wanted the situation
cleaned up.” LBJ said he wanted “no more divisions of opinion, no more
bickering and any person that did not conform to policy should be
removed.”

McCone says he told Johnson that there had been a continuing
increase in Viet Cong activity; that enemy communications possibly
reflected preparations for sustained communist pressure; the military was
getting little help from civilians in completing the political reorganization of
the government; and that he could not give an optimistic appraisal of the
future.

According to Johnson’s own account, after the talk with Lodge (who
apparently left at this point), the conversation shifted to what had transpired
at the Honolulu meeting.1175 Johnson says he understood the conference to
have been a “modestly encouraging assessment,” but that Rusk and
McNamara “expressed some reservations.” Most agreed, Johnson said, that
“we could begin withdrawing some of our military advisors by the end of
the year and a majority of them by the end of 1965.” This statement needs
clarification, since “some advisors” was not the same as the units originally
intended to be in the withdrawal plan.

Although there is no account indicating that the composition of the
units to be included in the withdrawal was discussed at the November 24
meeting, a message sent to CINCPAC from the JCS two days later—after
Johnson approved NSAM-273—directed Admiral Felt to “make specific
recommendations on [the] extension of the USMC helicopter squadron in
[Vietnam] beyond [the] currently contemplated withdrawal date.”1176 The
message, however, had been drafted by Krulak on November 23 and sent to
both McNamara and William Bundy. This helicopter squadron undoubtedly



included the armed helicopter company that had been excised from the
withdrawal by the revision Taylor had approved before the Honolulu
conference. It might also have been the same unit Kennedy had in mind
when he told McNamara, regarding the withdrawal, to tell the reporters
“that means the helicopter pilots too.”

The “Honolulu report,” Johnson’s account says, “originally prepared
for President Kennedy,” emphasized three problems: the new government
needed “strong support” from the U.S.; the enormous South Vietnamese
deficit could undermine everything; and the divisiveness in the American
Mission in Saigon had to be eliminated. No such Honolulu report has ever
been seen or commented on by anyone in the many decades since then.
Johnson may have been referring to the two memoranda, one from
McNamara1177 and the other from Rusk,1178 he received before the meeting,
as these two memoranda do stress the need for teamwork and dealing with
the deficit problem. Johnson’s memoir, however, does not do justice to the
troubling picture he received about the war effort at the White House
meeting on November 24.

When it was over, Johnson, with his aide, Bill Moyers, tilted back in
his chair, propped his feet up on the wastebasket, and began “clinking the
ice cubes in his pale-colored glass.”1179 What did Lodge say? Moyers
asked. “He says it’s going to hell in a handbasket out there,” Johnson
replied. “He says the army won’t fight. … Says the people don’t know
whose side to be on. If we don’t do something, he says, it’ll go under—any
day.”

This contradicts the statement in Johnson’s memoir that Lodge gave a
“hopeful” presentation. Since Moyers was with Johnson right after the
meeting, the weight of the evidence appears to support what Halberstam
said about the pessimistic report Lodge intended to bring back to Kennedy.
The rest of LBJ’s conversation with Moyers was extraordinary. “So?” said
Moyers, in response to the possibility of Vietnam going under. Johnson
stared into his glass, and said, “So they’ll think with Kennedy dead we’ve
lost heart. So they’ll think we’re yellow and we don’t mean what we say.”

“Who?” asked Moyers, apparently uncertain what people Johnson had
in mind. “The Chinese,” Johnson said. “The fellas in the Kremlin. They’ll
be taking the measure of us. They’ll be wondering just how far they can
go.” “What are you going to do?” Moyers inquired. “I’m going to give
those fellas out there the money they want,” LBJ said. “This crowd today



says a hundred or so million will make the difference.” “What did you
say?” Moyers asked. Johnson replied:

I told them they got it—more if they need it. I told them I’m not
going to let Vietnam go the way of China. I told them to go back
and tell those generals in Saigon that Lyndon Johnson intends to
stand by our word, but by God, I want them to get off their butts
and get out in the jungles and whip the hell out of some
communists. And I want ‘em to leave me alone, because I’ve got
some bigger things to do right here at home.

“I hope they will,” Moyers replied.
In fact, Johnson did more than authorize additional money for the war

in Vietnam. As a result of the conversations he had with his advisors that
day, a new presidential directive on Vietnam was prepared, and Johnson
approved it the day after Kennedy was buried.

NSAM-273—The Dam Breaks
Johnson claimed that he and “Kennedy’s principal foreign policy advisors”
agreed that it was important to show Johnson was continuing Kennedy’s
Vietnam policy, and that, with this in mind, he approved NSAM-273 on
November 26. There are two reasons why this claim is extremely
misleading. In the first place, while McGeorge Bundy had originally drafted
the NSAM expecting that Kennedy would be alive to examine it, it had not
been approved by Kennedy and contained some items he would certainly
not have approved of. The most important reason that Johnson’s claim is
inaccurate is that the NSAM he approved on November 26 had been altered
—significantly—to open the door wide to the Americanization of the war.
[See the hand-written edits of the draft NSAM provided in the images
above.] These revisions were escalatory, and were based, according to
McGeorge Bundy, upon the directives given to him by President Johnson on
Sunday, November 24.1180 Johnson, recalls Bundy, “held stronger views on
the war than Kennedy did,” and this was the reason that the final NSAM
was “stronger.”



Not all of the changes would have been objectionable to JFK. For
example, the first change in the final version of NASM-273 occurs in
paragraph four, which strengthened the requirement that officials avoid
public recrimination by adding this sentence: “It is of particular importance
that express or implied criticism of officers or of other branches be
scrupulously avoided in all contacts with the Vietnamese government and
with the press.” The effect was to amplify this requirement and to specify
the press and the Saigon regime as areas where expression of dissent was
forbidden. This change should not be considered a reversal of Kennedy’s
views. The same can be said of a tiny change that was made to paragraph
five.1181

However, the substantive changes made to paragraph seven, on
operations against North Vietnam, were colossal. They were a fundamental
reversal of Kennedy’s Vietnam policy. For this reason, this revised
paragraph was the most significant of all of the changes made to Bundy’s
first draft. The entire first sentence from the draft NSAM—which
mentioned who (North Vietnam) the operations were to be conducted
against, and the precise language constraining this activity to the
development of additional South Vietnamese resources—was expunged.
The paragraph now read as follows:

7. Planning should include different levels of possible increased
activity, and in each instance there should be estimates of such
factors as:
A. Resulting damage to North Vietnam;
B. The plausibility of denial;
C. Possible North Vietnamese retaliation;
D. Other international reaction.

Plans should be submitted promptly for approval by higher authority.
By excising the original restriction of the activities authorized by this

paragraph to the South Vietnamese, the final NSAM opened the door for the
use of U.S. armed forces in direct attacks against North Vietnam. Now, the
war planners were free to Americanize the war. With this presidential
authorization in hand, CINCPAC OPLAN 34-63, which become OPLAN
34A, was, as requested, promptly submitted to the White House for
approval less than a month later. Thus, dropping off South Vietnamese
commandoes into the North—something Kennedy would almost certainly



have approved—was changed to direct American military attacks against
North Vietnam—something Kennedy would certainly have disapproved.

From the very beginning, the heart and soul of Kennedy’s Vietnam
policy was to assist South Vietnam to fight its war against the communists
—not to fight it for them. That Kennedy was, at the time he was murdered,
in the midst of withdrawing the advisors he had sent to do the job renders
the presidential authorization for an American war against North Vietnam
just three days later an extraordinary tragedy. This also shows that
Johnson’s claim that he and Kennedy’s principal foreign policy advisors
were continuing Kennedy’s Vietnam policy was absurd.

A December memorandum for Johnson, prepared by Hilsman,
detailing actions that had “been taken pursuant to NSAM-273,” contained
this passage:

A joint CIA-Defense plan for intensified operations against
North Vietnam, providing for selective actions of graduated
scope and intensity, is being prepared in Saigon and is due in
Washington by December 20.1182

In the first weeks of December, the plan for American attacks against North
Vietnam was developed, and McNamara approved it at a SECDEF
Conference in Saigon on December 20. During this process, provisions for
expanded U.S. support for the commitment of U.S. forces to counter
communist escalation were added to the final plan and then sent back to
Washington.1183

On December 21, McNamara sent President Johnson a memo with this
news:

Plans for Covert Action into North Vietnam were prepared as we
had requested and were an excellent job. They present a wide
variety of sabotage and psychological operations against North
Vietnam from which I believe we should aim to select those that
provide maximum pressure with minimum risk.1184 [Emphasis in
original]



McNamara added that, in accordance with Johnson’s orders, General
Krulak would chair a group that would lay out a plan in the next ten days.
Krulak submitted his report on January 2, which Johnson approved it on
January 16, directing that the initial four-month Phase I—of the 2,062
separate operations listed as possible under OPLAN 34A—be implemented
on February 1.1185

Accordingly, a Special Operations Group was established under
MACV on January 24 to exercise control over OPLAN 34A activities.
These activities included maritime DE SOTO1186 “patrols” by U.S.
destroyers in the Gulf of Tonkin to “acquire visual, electronic and
photographic intelligence on infiltration activities and coastal navigation
from North to South Vietnam.”1187 The first DE SOTO patrol began on
February 28 and lasted until March 10, during which the Craig was
authorized to come within four nautical miles of the North Vietnamese
mainland. The second patrol began on July 31, during which the Maddox
was authorized to go within eight nautical miles of the coast, leading to the
incident with North Vietnam on August 2—the match that lit the tinder box
—and led to the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution by the American Congress, and,
eventually, full-scale American intervention in Vietnam.

While the seeds had been planted by the summer of 1963, Kennedy
had never been shown OPLAN 34A (then 34-63); they sprouted in the
November Honolulu meeting two days before Kennedy’s assassination.
Still, Bundy’s draft NSAM had scaled back the proposed operations to keep
them in line with Kennedy’s concept of South Vietnamese operations
against the North. The dam broke when NSAM-273, on Johnson’s orders,
was rewritten four days after the Kennedy assassination.

Two other provisions of the final NSAM-273 deserve comment.
Paragraph eight, on operations in Laos, was also changed—in a subtle yet
intriguing way. The sentence in question flowed from the requirements of
Operation Switchback, the transfer of CIA covert paramilitary operations to
the Pentagon. The draft NSAM had said this would require a different
method of political “liaison”—meaning MACV coordination with
Ambassador Lodge in Vietnam and Ambassador Leonard Unger in Laos.
The revised NSAM said a redefined method of political “guidance” was
required. What did this change signify?

That the word “liaison” was replaced by “guidance” might make it
appear that the final NSAM was enhancing embassy control over these



operations, but that is not what was going on. The draft NSAM said that
MACV could conduct operations inside Laos up to fifty kilometers and
required that they had to be coordinated, presumably with the embassy and
perhaps the local CIA Station. After Kennedy’s death, however, it is clear
from the State Department memo to Johnson mentioned above, that the
proposal for operations into Laos changed significantly. MACV would be
able to run operations up to fifty kilometers inside Laos without any
clearance at all, and could run operations deeper into Laos and would only
be required to “inform” the embassies in Vietnam and Laos.

All of this was acceptable to the Defense Department, the CIA,
MACV, and CINCPAC, but not to the State Department. Hilsman insisted
that all cross-border operations first be cleared in Washington by the
Assistant Secretary of State for Far Eastern Affairs—himself—and the
insertion of the word “guidance” was probably his idea. The fate of NSAM-
273’s provision for cross-border operations into Laos was embarrassing. A
November 1964 memo prepared in the State Department stated:

Earlier this year several eight-man reconnaissance teams were
parachuted into Laos as part of Operation Leaping Lena. All of
these teams were located by the enemy and only four survivors
returned to [South Vietnam].1188

After this, Operation Leaping Lena was suspended.
The remaining change between the draft NSAM and the final version

occurred in paragraph nine, and it concerned investigating Cambodian
charges against U.S. clandestine operations in that country. This was
another subtle, but interesting revision. The draft NSAM had said that the
U.S. should undertake measures “to satisfy ourselves completely” that the
charges were groundless—implying, presumably, that if the charges were
true these actions should be stopped—so that Cambodia could be given a
“full opportunity to satisfy themselves on this same point.” The final
NSAM replaced all of that with these words: “A plan should be developed
using all available evidence and methods of persuasion for showing the
Cambodians that the recent charges against us are groundless.” Gone were
measures to “satisfy ourselves,” and whatever actions would have to be
taken to verify the Cambodian charges.



The landmark change in the final version of NSAM-273 was the
authorization for direct American military operations against North
Vietnam. McGeorge Bundy told the present author that the difference
between the draft and final versions of paragraph seven “tracks with my
memory of the directions Johnson issued on Sunday November 24, and my
clear recollection of the change that had taken place in the Oval Office.”1189

The immediate revision of paragraph seven that Sunday crossed the line
Kennedy had drawn—limiting the U.S role in Vietnam to advising. With the
door open to direct American military action in the war, the star rising on
the horizon was full-scale U.S. intervention in the war.

Although Johnson would have to wait until after the 1964 presidential
election to send in the combat troops, the reversal of intent with respect
direct U.S. military intervention was as sudden as the immediate emergence
of OPLAN 34A. A comment that Lyndon Johnson made in December 1963
underlines the far-reaching nature of this reversal and demonstrates how
quickly the tragedy in Dallas affected the course of the Vietnam War. While
Kennedy had told O’Donnell in the spring of 1963 that he could not
extricate the U.S from the war until he was reelected—“So we had better
make damned sure I am reelected”—Johnson, at a White House Christmas
Eve reception in December told the Joint Chiefs: “Just get me elected, and
then you can have your war.”1190

Four agonizing years later, Johnson was left pondering what his
mistake in Vietnam had been. The way Johnson thought about it then seems
odd today, for what he was wondering was whether had had waited too long
to commit American ground troops. “He questions only whether the
judgment of history will be,” wrote Ted Sell in the New York Times, “that
the United States acted too late—not whether America should have acted at
all.”1191 That did not turn out to be the judgment of history.
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Conclusion

The War and the Struggle for Power

Camelot Lost
he first phase of the Vietnam War during the Kennedy administration
lasted from the inauguration until early May 1961. Overshadowed by

the failure in Laos and the debacle in Cuba, Vietnam policy languished as
the bureaucracy in Washington charged with developing it paid more
attention to turf battles than those waged by the Viet Cong. The program
produced—the Counterinsurgency Plan (CIP)—made the desperately
needed new American aid dependent on reforms by President Diem, a man
whose record demonstrated that he would never implement them. The
attempt to force him to do so turned into an ugly parody of intrigue in
Saigon, wasting three precious months in the process. By the time the
linkage between aid and reform was dropped and the vice president sent out
to patch things up, the Viet Cong had expanded their operations in Vietnam
and captured most of the key terrain in Laos that would later become known
as the Ho Chi Minh Trail.

The options, which the administration ended up facing in the summer
of 1963, were already apparent by this stage: get out of Vietnam; instigate a
coup against Diem; or say a Hail Mary and hope for the best with him.
These choices were not clearly posed to the president, but he did not
provide clear leadership either. The policy that emerged by default was the
Hail Mary option. It was a sloppy, sluggish American slide into deeper
commitment, more aid, and acquiescence to the corrupt Diem regime.

What was painfully lacking in Washington was a concerted effort to
define the nature of Vietnamese society, the nature of the insurgency raging
there, and the nature of Diem’s policies to deal with it. What would such an



effort have revealed? At the minimum: a rural Buddhist society whose
political engine was driven by the simple aims of freedom from foreign
bondage and government interference; a ferocious runaway insurgency that
had long since ruthlessly harnessed this engine to its goal of a unified
communist country; and a repressive authoritarian regime in Saigon that
stood in the path not only of the communist insurgency in the countryside,
but also of the educated noncommunist urban element of the population
seeking a more democratic alternative for the country. By this time, the
autocratic nature of Diem’s regime was simply one more unsavory aspect of
his struggle to maintain political power.

Even if such a systematic examination had been undertaken at the
outset, it is doubtful that these sobering conclusions would have been
accepted by the decision-makers in Washington. For the United States was
already deeply entrenched in Vietnam. The situation was well out of hand
by the time Kennedy was elected, and the hope, enthusiasm, and vigor he
symbolized only helped to forestall serious consideration of the true nature
of the problem and the long odds America faced in Vietnam. The president
began to understand, in those first three months, that the intrigues that had
preoccupied both Saigon and Washington had not served U.S. policy well.
Above all else he learned this: that his advisors—including the vice
president—wanted to intervene in Southeast Asia and that he did not.
Moreover, that exact same lesson was doubly underlined by how his
advisors wanted to handle the parallel crises in Laos and Cuba.

Taking Charge
The second phase of the war during the Kennedy years began with NSAM-
52 in early May 1961, and continued through the initial implementation of
NSAM-111 at the end of the year. During the period in between these two
presidential directives, three elements were on the rise: the success of the
communist insurgency in South Vietnam; the American commitment to stop
it; and the resultant discord in Washington over what to do. NSAM-52
committed U.S. policy to preventing communist domination in South
Vietnam and dispatched 400 U.S. Special Forces advisors. In October,
NSAM-80 dispatched the first Air Force Jungle Jim unit to participate in
the war. In making these decisions, the president resisted recommendations
to send in U.S. combat troops—pushed mainly by the military in May, but



also by civilian advisors by October. The pressure for sending combat
troops continued to build, especially when Taylor, too, after his trip in late
October, joined the chorus for intervention.

Kennedy’s final decision, NSAM-111, issued on November 22, 1961,
ruled out U.S intervention. The president made this decision after all the
arguments for it that could be made had been mustered: when the
intelligence unequivocally showed that the battlefield situation was
desperate, when all of his top advisors agreed that the fate of Vietnam hung
in the balance, and when most of them believed that vital U.S. interests in
the region and the world were at stake. Clearly, then, it was the major
Vietnam decision of his presidency, drawing, as it did, a line in the sand that
he would never cross. One of the principal theses of this work, derived from
that decision, is that Kennedy would never have placed American combat
troops in Vietnam as Johnson later did. Kennedy did, nevertheless, make a
commitment short of that, giving in to the urgency of the situation and to
the pressure from his advisors. As a result, NSAM-111 unleashed a flood of
advisors, helicopters and other aircraft and military equipment into
Vietnam, in the hope that American technology and know-how might
somehow prevail.

Yet, here again, this momentous decision was made without the
benefit of answers to the most basic questions: Why were the Viet Cong
winning? Why were so many peasants fighting for them? Why wouldn’t
Diem mend his ways? At what point and under what conditions would the
U.S. leave Vietnam? The Hail Mary solution prevailed: a long shot with
time running out. More advisors, more airplanes, and more helicopters were
sent but the Viet Cong kept on growing. Kennedy had not faced the music.
He had only taken the “bucket of slop,” as Bissell called paramilitary
operations, from the CIA and handed it to the Pentagon. The irony was that
by the time Kennedy ruled out American combat troops once and for all,
the size of the Viet Cong forces had grown to the point where it was
impossible for the South Vietnamese Army to stop them from winning.

Kennedy had cleaned house in Washington and firmly taken charge,
and the policy that emerged was his alone. Although he would not accept
the recommendations for combat troops—an act of moral courage—neither
would he, for the time being, accept defeat. Here was where the president
became more personally entangled in the agony that his decision helped to



prolong, and where his purpose became blurred by his own need to retain
political power.

The Deceivers and the Deceived
The third phase of the war during the Kennedy presidency, which lasted for
the first half of 1962, was marked by the continued dramatic growth of the
Viet Cong. Ominously, it was coupled with a sudden reversal toward
optimism in U.S. military reporting on the war effort. Because this reversal
occurred well before the new Kennedy program had any chance to
influence the situation, it was suspicious—all the more so considering the
military’s long record of dire reports on the state of the battlefield. One of
the theses of this work holds that this sudden reversal went well beyond the
deceptive official optimism and denial of the extent to which the
administration had committed the U.S. in Vietnam. Rather, this reversal was
carried out at the secret level, and went so far as to eliminate more than half
of the hard-core Viet Cong forces from the official order of battle. This
same phenomenon would happen again under Westmoreland’s command in
late 1968 and early 1969.

Because the president was cognizant of—and encouraged—the first
layer of optimism, and was, at the same time, the target of the second layer,
the phrases “deception within a deception” or “inside deception” have been
used to characterize the deepening web of intrigue that followed Kennedy’s
refusal to put U.S. combat troops into Vietnam. That refusal was the base
line from which all planning, and manipulation, had to proceed. The
explosive growth of the Viet Cong by the spring of 1962, beyond the ability
of the South Vietnamese Army to cope with it, meant that the U.S. advisory
effort in Vietnam was stillborn. The reason this was hidden from Kennedy
and his point man, McNamara, was because it meant there were only two
options left—intervention or withdrawal. With intervention out of the
question, the truth about the scale of Viet Cong forces left Kennedy with
only one realistic option—withdrawal.

Prompted in April by John Kenneth Galbraith, Kennedy appeared to
entertain the thought of a neutralist solution in Vietnam but was dissuaded
by a consensus of his military and civilian advisors. Although Kennedy
decided to stay the course, McNamara made clear—probably at the
president’s direction—that there was still a limit to how long U.S



participation could last because the public would not accept American
casualties indefinitely.

Darkness at the End of the Tunnel
The fourth phase of the war in Vietnam during the Kennedy years extends
from the summer of 1962 to the winter of 1963. This phase began while the
false story about the communist military threat assuaged the concerns of the
president and McNamara and may even have built up hope for a military
victory. At this point however, they—and the rest of the world—became
overwhelmed by the Cuban Missile Crisis. For several months, Kennedy
and McNamara let Vietnam policy run its course. Too little attention was
paid to the fact that the illusion of success somehow always seemed to
require more men, more planes, more helicopters and other equipment to
sustain it. As 1962 turned into 1963, Kennedy and McNamara found
themselves trapped in a deepening vortex of military escalation in which
victory seemed ever more elusive. By the spring of 1963, the involvement
had become so deep that the failure unfolding on the battlefield began to
spell trouble for Kennedy’s chances at a second term as president.

It was not that the American military had not done its job in Vietnam.
It had. The advisors had counseled the South Vietnamese Army, and the
intelligence specialists had been accurate and honest in reporting on the
enemy—even if Harkins refused to accept their enemy strength figures. In
retrospect, these men are the real heroes of the early stages of the war; but
they were up against impossible odds. The South Vietnamese Army was far
too small for the job and that was probably the reason why Diem would not
let them fight the guerrillas. Diem looked upon his army as protection for
his own political power, and wanted American artillery and air strikes to kill
the Viet Cong. Harkins and his team, moreover, organized and trained
South Vietnam’s forces in a way wholly inappropriate for
counterinsurgency operations, and MACV failed to pass on to Washington
the observations of American advisors about the resulting problems. The
harsh judgment of history on the American military performance in
Vietnam during the Kennedy years should not fall on the privates,
sergeants, lieutenants, and captains; it should fall on the command level at
MACV and the senior leadership in Washington.



The Tragic Corssroads
The final phase of Kennedy’s developing dilemma in Vietnam, then, began
in the spring of 1963. The Buddhist crisis and subsequent complete political
collapse of the Saigon regime during the summer, transformed the
president’s predicament into a nightmare. The president reconciled himself
to pulling the U.S. out of the war and to the unpopularity he was sure this
decision would bring. Perhaps a sense of guilt over his own role clouded his
vision and helped move him to conclude that only his reelection could
extricate America from the mess in Vietnam. The elements of his plan to
accomplish this became increasingly desperate as the situation continued to
deteriorate into the fall, and Diem met his grim fate.

Kennedy’s plan to pull out contained four components, three of which
were present by the time the design was firmly put in place in the spring of
1963. First and foremost, was his belief that the bulk of the withdrawal
could not take place before the election without sparking another Joe
McCarthy-style red scare that might dash the chance for extrication.
Unfortunately, this part of the plan required that Kennedy project an image
to the conservatives that did not reflect his true views on the war. The
second element of his plan was to trickle out some of the Americans during
the 1964 election campaign in order to neutralize the growing criticism
from liberals who felt—as he did—that the U.S. was becoming bogged
down in the war. To begin such a limited withdrawal without provoking the
conservative backlash he feared was difficult to do. The key to
accomplishing this was the third ingredient of his plan: linking the 1,000-
man withdrawal to the MACV success story.

If, by this time, Kennedy had not given up entirely on the notion of
winning, he at least had deep suspicions that MACV’s reporting could
easily turn on a dime just as it had when the optimistic interlude began in
early 1962. In hindsight, Kennedy’s willingness to tie the 1,000-man
withdrawal to the story of success is indicative of the desperation that began
creeping into his actions, and it raises the more fundamental issues of
candor and presidential prerogative. At the time, however, this tie-in to
success was so vital to his plan that the veracity of the success story
probably seemed minor compared to the goal he sought: resolution of the
seemingly intractable American problem in Vietnam.



The fourth and final component to his plan resulted from the political
collapse of South Vietnam in the summer of 1963. The fact that both the
military and the political sides of the struggle were collapsing at the same
time threatened the tie-in to the success story. Kennedy would be vulnerable
to attacks from both sides of the aisle if he publicly justified the 1,000-man
withdrawal with the presumption of battlefield success, and then that
“success” turned into a failure (especially if this occurred during the
election campaign). Therefore, the last girder Kennedy put into place was
an arrangement whereby his top military advisors—McNamara and Taylor
—would publicly make the case for the linkage of the 1,000-man
withdrawal with success on the battlefield, while he remained at a safe
distance from any potentially damaging implications of that optimism.

There seems little doubt that Kennedy was headed toward total
withdrawal—come what may—from Vietnam before he left for Texas in
November 1963. Whether the comments he made to Senator Morse and
Mike Forrestal indicate he was thinking of accelerating his plan to withdraw
from Vietnam is an intriguing idea but one that remains unproven. Any such
modification, as well as the plan itself, were snuffed out on November 22,
1963. The vague sentences in NSAM-273 on withdrawal—however we
contrast its nuances to NSAM-263—became a fig leaf for the appearance of
continuity in the hands of the new president. The tragedy in Texas, in the
end, brought about the outcome that Kennedy had opposed throughout his
presidency: full-scale American intervention in Vietnam.

Kennedy and combat Troops
There are some unanswered questions about Kennedy and Vietnam. For
example, just what was the new study he was in the midst of when he died?
Would he have been willing to face the consequences of accelerating the
pullout and seeking a neutral South Vietnam during an election year? Why
did his last press conferences no longer include winning the war as an
American objective? These questions may not be answered with authority,
but one can be: would JFK have sent in combat troops as LBJ did? The
answer to that is no. That perennial question has been debated for more than
a half century, and its politicization has obscured the more fundamental
questions raised by the way he dealt with this issue. These questions strike
at the very heart of the American presidency and the processes of



government, and they have great relevance for the study of subsequent
administrations.

Kennedy’s public duplicity on the issue of withdrawing from Vietnam
has made it all too easy for Johnson apologists to seize on Kennedy’s
statements as proof that he too would have sent in the combat troops. The
speech he would have delivered at the Trade Mart in Dallas, had he lived to
give it, was the last example of this questionable pretense. The speech
contained this passage:

Our assistance to the nations can be painful, risky and costly, as
is true in Southeast Asia today. But we dare not weary of the
task. For our assistance makes possible the stationing of 3.5
million allied troops along the communist frontier at one-tenth
the cost of maintaining a comparable number of American
soldiers. A successful communist breakthrough in these areas,
necessitating direct United States intervention, would cost us
several times as much as our entire foreign aid program, and
might cost us heavily in American lives as well.1192 [Emphasis
added]

The Kennedy apologists who ignore such statements are no more helpful
than his critics who rely on them exclusively. Disregarding them only
undermines the truth. The fact is that he made them, and did so
continuously, up to the day he died. However high or noble his larger
purpose may have been, in so doing he tarnished his own reputation and
that of the office he held.

There is no need to restate here the evidence that shows Kennedy
would not have sent combat troops to Vietnam; it is sufficient to point to the
top secret NSC meetings of 1961 that more than resolve the question. There
is also no need to revisit the litany of his misleading public statements. Both
of these subjects have been dealt with in detail and at length in this work.
The real questions posed by the Janus-like nature of his public and private
postures go to core of the American political system: What is the legitimate
national interest? Who shall decide this? When is it permissible for the
president to mislead the public about issues of war and peace? About any



issues? Is there a higher end that justifies these means? If one president may
deceive to stay out of a war, cannot another do likewise to go into one?

Kennedy concluded that a retreat from Vietnam could not happen
unless he was reelected. Although subsequent events appear to have
justified such a conclusion, the fact is that he had the option to withdraw
when he realized that failure was inevitable and to fight honestly for the
righteousness of his cause in the campaign, relying on strong leadership and
wisdom. This course would have been risky, but so was the one he was
pursuing. By taking his case for restraint directly to the people the onus
would have been placed on those arguing for intervention—as Senator
Goldwater discovered in 1964.

The undelivered Dallas Trade Mart speech contains a passage that
merits attention:

We in this country, in this generation, are—by destiny rather than
choice—the watchmen on the walls of freedom. We ask,
therefore, that we may be worthy of our strength with wisdom
and restraint, and that we may achieve in our time and for all
time the ancient vision of “peace on earth, good will toward
men.” That must always be our goal, and the righteousness of our
cause must always underlie our strength. For as was written long
ago: except the Lord keep the city, the watchman waketh in vain.
[Emphasis in original]

Perhaps lying veiled in this Old Testament parable (Psalm 127:1) is
Kennedy’s recognition and his acceptance of the fact that his efforts at one
place along that wall had met defeat: Vietnam. Was he remembering his
own powerful senate speeches against the French war in Vietnam? Still,
speaking about policy in parables, however eloquently, was not the way to
take his case forthrightly to the people.

In raising these questions, my intent is not to demean Kennedy and his
many accomplishments. We can still admire how he stuck to his position
against sending combat troops to Vietnam, and point out that he had been
deceived, for a time, about the state of the war effort, understanding that
that deception was instrumental in the choices he made. Had he lived, he
still would have had time to make his case truthfully to the American



people in 1964, and he might have done so. That he never had the chance
was his misfortune and the nation’s as well. Finally, it must be pointed out
that Kennedy was not the president who sent in the combat troops. As a
highly decorated U.S. Army General said in 1968: “Let us not lay on the
dead the blame for our own failures.”1193

What About the Assassination and the War?
Clearly the most tragic consequence of the death of President Kennedy was
the subsequent escalation of the war. One may argue about which aspect of
war policy was altered, changed, or reversed, and how suddenly or
gradually it happened, but the fact is that it did happen. Scholars with
eminent reputations often steer clear of looking closely at this issue, in part
because it is politically charged and, like Kennedy’s war policies, it raises
basic questions about American democratic institutions.

The majority of the American people have never been satisfied with
the Warren Commission’s explanation of the Kennedy assassination, nor
has the Congress for that matter. Nevertheless, it is psychologically less
troubling to believe that Johnson carried on Kennedy’s Vietnam policy than
to acknowledge the reverse. If that premise, and the Warren Commission’s
conclusion that Lee Harvey Oswald acted alone, are dispelled, where, then,
does honest inquiry lead? Until the passage of the JFK Records Act in
October 1992, such inquiry was shunned by most historians and political
scientists because of the conspiratorial assumptions that appear to be
inherent in such inquiry. The national media has mostly mocked any study
that dares to examine the possibility of a conspiracy to kill JFK. It is as if
such inquiry is somehow un-American. Yet it is that idea that is un-
American. That we have not only the right but also the duty to examine
such questions is a basic assumption of our most treasured political
institutions—and of the many warnings of our founding fathers.

One outstanding academic with courage and character is Professor
Peter Dale Scott. He is a serious researcher who was stigmatized for his
work on the Kennedy case. In 1972, he persuasively argued that the
assassination played a major role in the escalation of the Vietnam War.1194

The problem that Scott faced in the six years he had spent researching the
subject was a lack of adequate documentation, not the least of which is the



gaping hole in The Pentagon Papers between the end of October 1963 and
the assassination. Scott’s chapter in volume five of the Senator Gravel
edition of The Pentagon Papers was a monumental effort to unlock the
mysteries of NSAM-273— without actually having seen the document—an
effort that Sherlock Holmes would have admired.

The final version of NSAM-273 was declassified a few years later, but
it was not until 1991, when an early draft of it and many of the secret
documents from the last half of 1963 were declassified, that a more robust
foundation for analyzing and interpreting that period was established. How
the war progressed after Kennedy’s death, and the assassination itself, are
beyond the scope of this work. Elsewhere I have written on the
assassination and am presently engaged in a multi-volume work on the
case.

1192. Kennedy, Public Papers, 1963, p. 893.
1193. General James Gavin. “We Can Get out of Vietnam,” Saturday Evening Post, February 24,
1968.
1194. PP, Gravel ed., vol. 5, pp. 211-32; see also Peter Dale Scott, The War Conspiracy—The
Secret Road to the Second Indochina War (New York: Bobbs-Merrill, 1972).
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Appendix I

The Suppression of JFK and Vietnam

y JFK and Vietnam was a landmark 1992 book that had a
tumultuous early history. It was also my PhD Dissertation and I

defended it with Honors in History that same year at George Washington
University. The book received high praise from Publisher’s Weekly and
was favorably reviewed by Kennedy Historian Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. (see
Appendix II), in the New York Times Book Review. Elsewhere, the book
caused a media firestorm. On the far right, critics claimed that I had vilified
Kennedy beyond the wildest dreams of his worst enemies (Harry Summers,
Jr.), while on the left wing, Noam Chomsky claimed that I had made a saint
out of JFK. The book was the basis for the scenes about JFK’s Vietnam
policy in Oliver Stone’s film JFK.

Strange things began happening. The National Security Agency tried
to block publication of JFK and Vietnam, and the original publisher,
Warner Books, declined to give me a book tour, pulled the book from book
stores and put them in storage, and refused to answer my phone calls. The
intercession of the Galbraith family on my behalf (see Appendix III) with
Time Warner Inc. led the publisher to yield the copyrights to me and allow
the books to be sold in stores. My direct supervisor (a civilian) in a small
unit of the Intelligence Threat and Analysis Center (ITAC) ordered me to
write a memo to the Pentagon reporting the details about my book—
apparent thinking I would get into trouble. I followed the order, signed the
memo, and warned him not to change anything. Well, he did change it.
When I found out the next morning, I went to his supervisor, the chief of
our unit, explained what had happened, and told him I was no longer
working for (X). Our chief said he completely understood and told me not



to worry. Meanwhile, the falsified memo reached the Pentagon. When it
landed on the desk of the first officer, whose rank was Brigadier General, he
took a thick black pentel and wrote, “I am sure Major Newman knows what
he is doing,” and shoved the memo right back down the stove pipe to our
unit.

“Your Book is Classified”
There came a point, in the spring of 1991, as the manuscript of JFK and
Vietnam was just about finished, to submit the book to the U.S. Army for
prepublication review. I had done the same thing with my Master’s thesis
(“The Political Succession to Mao Zedong”) in 1978. As they had done in
1978, in 1991 the Army’s prepublication review staff cleared my new book
for publication. It did not take them long—as it should not have.

As an Army officer working in the Special Research Division (SRD)
of the Army Intelligence and Threat Analysis Center (ITAC)—working
inside of a National Security Agency (NSA) building near Baltimore-
Washington International (BWI) Airport, I knew that the correct entity to
which I should submit the book was the Department of the Army. But some
instinct inside me told me to also take it to the prepublication section in Q
Group at NSA as well. And so I did. One day I showed up in the
appropriate office with a copy of the manuscript and handed it to a person
working there. Fortunately for me, several people were watching this, their
curiosity aroused because they remembered quite well that I had been, just a
couple of years back, an Assistant to the Director of NSA, General Odom.
In fact, one of the people who witnessed what took place that day had been
a subordinate of mine when I was Chief of the East Asian Estimates section
in NSA, my assignment just before I was transferred to General Odom’s
office.

The meeting in Q Group that day did not last long. The person to
whom I handed the manuscript told me they did not want it because I was in
the Army and that I should submit it to them. “I did submit it to the Army,”
I told the young woman, “but I would appreciate it if you would take this
anyway.” She did take it. I left and heard nothing at all until many months
later when we were very close to the book’s publication. I received a phone
call telling me that the publication had to be stopped because “Your book is
classified.” I asked the person calling—whom I believe was in the General



Counsel’s office, on what grounds, at this point, were they saying that it was
classified. I received no straight answers other than it was classified. I was
told that they would be in touch with me at some point.

This was a bombshell for me, coming as it did with just a few weeks
to go before the book’s publication. Moreover, I was about to join Oliver
Stone in Hollywood for the premier of the film JFK (I had authored several
scenes in the movie on Vietnam based upon my book) and I had a
prominent role in the “press junket” the day after that. My Army career and
pension—less than two years away—suddenly seemed threatened if I went
forward with publication. My wife, Sue, and I spent many sleepless nights
worrying about what to do. I called Stone and told him what was going on.
His reaction was visceral. He told me not to worry and that he was going to
send Frank Mankiewicz to speak with me about how to handle the matter.
Mankiewicz had been presidential campaign press secretary in 1968 to
Senator Robert Kennedy and, at the time of my call to Stone, Mankiewicz’s
Washington based public relations firm had been retained by Stone.

On three or four occasions during the next couple of weeks, I met
Mankiewicz at the Marriot Hotel just off the BW Parkway at the 198 exit,
right by the NSA. Frank was firm with me. He was certain that the late
timing meant that someone wanted to disrupt the book and the film from
having the huge impact that he felt was about to take place. He could see
from the stress apparent on my face, however, that I and my family were
unsure of how to proceed. At our second meeting, he suggested, and I
agreed, that I should visit the Office of the General Counsel to call their
bluff. I thought that, given the NSA position, there was nothing to lose by
taking this approach.

When I made the visit, the Deputy General Counsel, a sympathetic
woman whose name I no longer remember, agreed to speak with me. I
asked her: “What are you people trying to do—help my book become a
best-seller?” “No,” she replied, “but we are telling you that you cannot
publish your book.” When I asked her for specifics about what was
classified she apologized and said she did not know, but assured me that it
was being looked into. Unfortunately, she had no idea when that would
happen or when it would all be finished. I don’t think I was able to
successfully hide my fear of losing my security clearances. But I did muster
the courage to tell her that I did not intend to stop the publication of my
book.



Mankiewicz and I had a final meeting before I headed to Hollywood
for the premier of JFK. We already had advance copies of the book and
Stone had shown one in an appearance on the Oprah Winfrey TV show.
Oliver Stone generously provided two first-class round trip air tickets and a
hotel suite with a budget for entertaining. But my wife, Sue, was far too
anxious about our situation to come with me on the trip and stayed home.
Pat Lambert, who had helped with the editing of the book, was delighted to
accompany me to the premier on my 41st birthday, December 20, 1991. The
premier was a huge event and went well for Oliver, but the night afterward
did not go so well for me.

After I said good-bye to Pat Lambert I returned to my hotel suite. I did
no entertaining. I called Sue and we talked about what was going to happen
the next day. Of the many technical advisors who had helped on the film, I
was the only one that Oliver invited to participate in the major press event
the next morning. All the other invitees were the actors, actresses,
producers, directors and writers. I knew that participation in the press junket
was just as dangerous as the publication of my book. In a large ballroom
groups of reporters would move from table to table every twenty minutes,
to interview the members of the junket—each seated alone at a table. I did
not sleep well.

At exactly 4:00 A.M. on Saturday, the next morning—7:00 A.M. on
the East coast— the phone in my hotel room rang. The press junket was
now five hours away. “Major Newman,” the voice in the phone said, “this is
the National Security Agency.” “What do you want,” I asked. “You are
cleared for the publication of your book. There is no problem. I hope you
have a nice day.” And, after about thirty minutes of stunned silence and
introspection, I called my wife and we both had a nice day.

On the flight home I wondered about that 4:00 A.M. call. Had it been
an act of cruel masochism to let me twist in the wind until the last minute?
Or, did the call’s timing indicate knowledge of my schedule just hours
away? If the latter was true, it raised the possibility of an unplanned
intervention.1195 Vice Admiral William Studeman was the NSA Director at
the time. My attempts in the months that followed to find out, from my
many sources in NSA, what had taken place was not conclusive. But it was
nevertheless interesting. My sources told me that the impetus to stop my
book had not come from the Director’s office or the Deputy Director, or the



Deputy Director for Operations, but rather from a single individual in Q
Group who “got in trouble.”
I don’t know if this explanation has any merit. I do know that Q Group was
a directorate-level part of NSA and that some of its supervisors were well
connected in the intelligence community and the Washington power
structure. I also think that Frank Mankiewicz was dead on: someone did not
like my book or Stone’s film. We were soon going to find out a lot more
about that.

1195. Was NSA worried I would tell the press corps they were trying to stop the publication of my
book?
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Appendix II

What would he have done? — Arthur
Schlesinger, JR.

THE NEW YORK TIMES BOOK REVIEW
March 29, 1992

ould President John F. Kennedy have finally sent in combat units
and thereby Americanized the war in Vietnam? Or was he planning

to withdraw the 16,000 United States military advisers he had sent to the
South Vietnamese armed forces? These questions, long debated both by
scholars and by former members of the Kennedy and Johnson
Administrations, have now been thrust into public controversy by Oliver
Stone’s cinematic fantasy “J.F.K.” In recent weeks, for example, two former
Government officials deeply involved in Vietnam policy, Roger Hilsman,
the Assistant Secretary of State for Far Eastern Affairs in 1963-64, and Walt
W. Rostow, then head of the State Department’s Policy Planning Council
and later President Lyndon B. Johnson’s national security adviser, have
given the questions diametrically opposed answers in forceful letters to The
New York Times.

Both Mr. Hilsman, who thinks Kennedy would have withdrawn from
Vietnam, and Mr. Rostow, who feels Kennedy would have expanded
American involvement, agree, I believe, that it is impossible to say with
assurance what a president might have done about problems that perhaps
took new shape and intensity after his death. It is hard enough, Heaven
knows, to tell what living presidents are likely to do about anything.
Moreover, astute presidents are careful not to make critical decisions until
they absolutely have to. Prudence calls, in the bureaucratic phrase, for



“keeping options open.” Still, conceding all the above, I think it is of more
than academic interest to speculate whether, had Kennedy lived, American
history might have taken a different course.

“JFK and Vietnam” is the most solid contribution yet to such
speculation. Its author is John M. Newman, a retired Army officer with
years of service in East Asia, now teaching East Asian history at the
University of Maryland. His book is based on a meticulous and exhaustive
examination of documents, many newly declassified—internal
memorandums, cables, transcripts of phone conversations, minutes of
meetings, intelligence reports—supplemented by oral histories in
presidential libraries and by interviews with people involved with Vietnam
policy at the time. The narrative is straightforward and workmanlike, rather
military in organization, tone and style. The analysis is occasionally
oversubtle, sometimes reading a little too much into the hasty drafting and
redrafting of Government documents. I should add, however, that though
Oliver Stone helped find Mr. Newman a publisher, and though someone
(the publisher?) has added a sensational subtitle, “Deception, Intrigue, and
the Struggle for Power,” Mr. Newman rigorously avoids conspiracy
theorizing about Kennedy’s murder.

His book’s thesis is that Kennedy “would never have placed American
combat troops in Vietnam” and that he was preparing for the withdrawal of
the military advisers by the end of 1965. The Joint Chiefs of Staff began
urging the commitment of combat units, Mr. Newman shows, as early as
three months after Kennedy’s inauguration. The chiefs’ wretched
performance in endorsing the Bay of Pigs invasion and in proposing
military intervention in Laos had fortunately disillusioned the president, and
he rejected this advice then and thereafter. In the autumn of 1961, when
Gen. Maxwell Taylor, a White House military adviser, and Walt Rostow
returned from Vietnam recommending a commitment of 8,000 combat
troops, Kennedy again rejected the proposal. As Mr. Newman writes:
“There Kennedy drew the line. He would not go beyond it at any time
during the rest of his Presidency.”

I must declare an interest in this argument. I well remember the
president’s reaction to the Taylor-Rostow report. “They want a force of
American troops,” he told me. “The troops will march in; the bands will
play; the crowds will cheer; and in four days everyone will have forgotten.



Then we will be told we have to send in more troops. It’s like taking a
drink. The effect wears off and you have to take another.”

Mr. Newman is, I think, essentially right about Kennedy. Whether
Kennedy was right is a question Mr. Newman does not face. Would the
outcome have been better had the president sent an American expeditionary
force in 1961? I doubt it—for reasons much on Kennedy’s mind. Mr.
Newman does not mention Kennedy’s reaction, when he visited Vietnam as
a young Congressman in 1951, to the French colonial army; but this was
crucial in his skepticism about American military intervention. The war in
Vietnam, he used to say, could be won only so long as it was a Vietnamese
war. If we converted it into a white man’s war, we would lose as the French
had lost a decade earlier. (This is not latter-day recollection; I wrote it all
nearly 30 years ago in “A Thousand Days.”)

Nor does Mr. Newman mention Kennedy’s relish in citing Gen. Douglas
MacArthur’s statement to him that it would be “a mistake” to fight in
Southeast Asia. Kennedy recorded this statement in an aide-memoire,
something he rarely did, and, as General Taylor later recalled, whenever
he’d get this military advice from the Joint Chiefs or from me or anyone
else, he’d say, “Well, now, you gentlemen, you go back and convince
General MacArthur, then I’ll be convinced.”

Kennedy’s private remarks to Senator Mike Mansfield, the majority
leader, to Senator Wayne Morse, to Roger Hilsman, to Michael Forrestal,
the National Security Council man on Vietnam, to Kenneth O’Donnell, his
appointments secretary, and to Lester Pearson, the Canadian Prime
Minister, further confirm his desire to withdraw.

For all the rhetoric of his inaugural address about paying any price,
bearing any burden, meeting any hardship, Kennedy was an eminently
rational man, not inclined to heavy investments in lost causes. He was
prepared to be as tough as necessary when vital interests were involved, but
he was no war lover. His foreign policy displayed a characteristic capacity
to refuse escalation when it made no sense—as in Laos, the Bay of Pigs, the
Berlin wall confrontation, the missile crisis.

He believed from the start that the United States was, as he often said
(privately), “overcommitted” in Indochina. As Mr. Newman reports, on
April 6, 1962, he told Averell Harriman, then Assistant Secretary for Far
Eastern Affairs, and Michael Forrestal to be prepared to “seize upon any



favorable moment to reduce our commitment.” But the Joint Chiefs kept up
their clamor for military intervention. In a hysterical January 1962
memorandum cited by Mr. Newman, they predicted that “the fall of South
Vietnam to Communist control would mean the eventual Communist
domination of all of the Southeast Asian mainland” and that most of Asia
would capitulate to what the military still stubbornly called the “Sino-
Soviet Bloc.” Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara declined to endorse
this extravagance, and such hyperbole confirmed Kennedy’s low opinion of
the military.

Kennedy made concessions about advisers, but he held the line against
troops. The commitment of combat units, he observed in March 1962 with a
deference to the Constitution not notable among his successors, “calls for a
constitutional decision, and of course I would go to the Congress.” In July
1962 he directed the Pentagon to come up with a plan for the withdrawal of
the advisers by the end of 1965. The plan was approved in May 1963, with
the first 1,000 men to be returned at the end of that year.

But the military clamor persisted; the situation in South Vietnam
continued to deteriorate; the number of advisers sent to Vietnam increased;
their participation in combat, especially in the air, increased too. The first
American fatalities, Mr. Newman tells us, created a new problem. Kennedy
wanted to play down American involvement, and the military collaborated
enthusiastically in the production of cover stories, false claims of battlefield
success and other forms of press control. But what started as deception of
the press the military soon extended to deception of its civilian masters—t
he Secretary of Defense and the president. “Deception within the
deception,” Mr. Newman calls it, and he impressively documents the effort
by top commanders—not by officers in the field—to persuade Kennedy and
McNamara through phony estimates of enemy strength, body counts and
other manipulated statistics that South Vietnam was winning the war.

In the end, of course, facts were more powerful than cooked top secret
reports, and Saigon’s troubles could not forever be disguised, especially
from the alert American press corps. Buddhist protests in the summer of
1963 compelled the Administration to confront the problem of Ngo Dinh
Diem, the increasingly unpopular and repressive president of South
Vietnam. The Kennedy Administration divided angrily, some wishing to
encourage Vietnamese generals planning a coup against Diem, others
favoring (in a phrase of the day) “sink or swim with Ngo Dinh Diem.”



MR. NEWMAN explains Kennedy’s disapproval of American
participation in an anti-Diem coup on the ground that success would have
forced the United States into greater responsibility for the fate of Vietnam.
“JFK and Vietnam” makes it clear that, despite anti-Kennedy mythology,
the Administration ultimately accepted the coup but did not order or
contemplate the assassination of Diem.

“JFK and Vietnam” is by no means, however, an apologia for
Kennedy. Beyond demonstrating that Kennedy was opposed at every point
to the dispatch of combat units, Mr. Newman is continually critical of him
for his lack of ‘clear understanding of the nature of the Vietnamese society,”
for his failure to undertake a systematic examination of fundamental
questions, for the consequent corruption of policy by competing
bureaucracies in Washington and Saigon, and for a policy he describes as
haphazard, nearsighted, incoherent, “more of a reaction against using
combat troops than a well-coordinated political, economic and social
response to the problems in Vietnam.”

In extenuation, Mr. Newman observes that the situation was “well out
of hand” by the time Kennedy became president and that “the hope,
enthusiasm and vigor he symbolized only helped to forestall serious
consideration of the true nature of the problem and the long odds America
faced.” He might have added that Kennedy had other things on his mind.
Vietnam in the early 1960’s was a marginal issue compared with problems
regarding Berlin, Cuba, Mississippi, the nuclear test ban treaty and Capitol
Hill. Even Lyndon Johnson hardly mentioned Vietnam in his 1964 State of
the Union Message and gave it little more than a hundred words a year later.

Mr. Newman is most critical of the disconcerting gap between
Kennedy’s private doubts and his public statements in support of the
domino theory and in opposition to withdrawal from Vietnam. In this
“public duplicity,” he writes, Kennedy “besmirched his own reputation and
that of the office he held.”

It seemed more complicated at the time. Kennedy wanted to give the
Saigon Government a chance to succeed. Little would have more quickly
undermined that Government than going public about withdrawal.
Moreover, the American mood in 1963 was overwhelmingly hawkish, as
expressed in such influential organs of opinion as The New York Times and
The Washington Post. According to a Louis Harris poll that summer,
Americans by a 2-to-1 margin favored sending in troops “on a large scale”



if the communist threat grew worse. Americans still believed, in those
faraway days, that they could work their will around the planet.

Eleven years before, the Republicans had made “Who lost China?” a
powerful issue in a presidential election. No Democrat wanted to run in
1964 against “Who lost Indochina?” Kennedy told Kenneth O’Donnell, “If
I tried to pull out completely now from Vietnam, we would have another
Joe McCarthy scare on our hands, but I can do it after I’m re-elected.”

This course, Mr. Newman properly observes, raises basic questions
about American democracy. “When is it permissible for the president to
mislead the public about his intentions with respect to war? With respect to
anything? Is there a higher end that justifies these means? If one president
may deceive to stay out of a war, cannot another do likewise to go into
one?” Kennedy, he argues, would have done better to take his case
forthrightly to the people. That is an understandable retrospective judgment,
perhaps a correct one. Still, Mr. Newman’s course might have resulted in
the election in 1964 of a presidential candidate who agreed with Gen. Curtis
LeMay of the Air Force that North Vietnam should be bombed back to the
Stone Age. Unfortunately, Kennedy’s contradictory legacy on Vietnam
permitted Lyndon Johnson to plunge into the escalation and
Americanization of the war honestly believing that he was doing what
Kennedy would have done.

Arthur Schlesinger Jr., a former special assistant to President John F.
Kennedy, is a writer and historian. His most recent book is “The Disuniting
of America.”
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Appendix III

Note on JFK and Vietnam – James K.
Galbraith

14 January 2016
ometime in 1992, I chanced upon a copy of JFK and Vietnam at an
Austin bookstore, and purchased it thanks to the exceptional, strange

juxtaposition of cover endorsements from Oliver Stone and William Colby.
Almost immediately thereafter, I also took note of the front page review in
The New York Times Book Review that it received from Arthur
Schlesinger, Jr.

In the fall of 1993, therefore, I designed a part of my syllabus for a
course entitled “Policy Development” around the issue of Kennedy’s
Vietnam decisions. I placed JFK and Vietnam on the syllabus for early
October. When the time came, my students reported that they were unable
to obtain the book. The book seller could only say that while the book
appeared to be in print, it was unavailable.

By happenstance, on October 15 of that year, the LBJ Presidential
Library hosted a symposium on Vietnam, featuring Major Newman, and—
being aware that my students were engaged on the topic—invited them to
attend. I was as it happened out of town. Several students took advantage of
the chance to approach John Newman about the book, and at the next class,
they reported his astonishing response, “it’s been suppressed.”

A bit later that fall, I had an opportunity to go to Washington on other
business—congressional testimony on monetary policy, I believe—and took
advantage of the chance to contact Major Newman, who invited me to his
home, near Fort Meade. We spent a long afternoon in conversation, at the



end of which I asked him what he wanted from Warner Books, and he
replied that he wanted his rights back.

Again by happenstance, I had an old friend from political days in the
1970s who had, at that time, a high position at Time-Warner. So I contacted
him, explained the situation so far as I understood it. He replied “it sounds
like a scandal,” asked for a copy of the book and promised to look into it.
Shortly thereafter, John Newman told me that Warner Books had, in fact,
returned the rights while withdrawing the book from sale. Some twenty
thousand copies of the book, if my memory serves as to the number, were
then remaindered.

Needless to say, it’s a small measure of very belated justice that this
important book is now back in print, although the damage to our national
discourse—and to John Newman’s career—cannot be repaired.



Acronyms

ACSI: Army Assistant Chief of Staff for Intelligence
ADVON: Advance Echelon
AF: Air Force
AFB: Air Force Base
AID: Agency for International Development A
RVN: Army of the Republic of Vietnam [South]
ASA: U.S. Army Security Agency
ASAP: as soon as possible
CAS: Saigon office for CIA
CDC: Combat Development Command
CG: Civil Guard
CHMAAG: Chief, Military Assistance
Advisory Group
CHMAAG SVN: Chief, Military Assistance Advisory Group, South
Vietnam
CI: counterinsurgency
CIA: Central Intelligence Agency
CIDG: Citizens Irregular Defense Groups
CINC: Commander-in-Chief
CINCPAC: Commander-in-Chief, Pacific
CINCPACAF: Commander-in-Chief, Pacific Air Force
CINCPACFLT: Commander-in-Chief, Pacific Fleet
CIP: Counterinsurgency Plan
CO: Commanding Officer
Col: Colonel
COMUS: Vietnam, Commander of U.S. Forces, Vietnam
CONUS: Continental United States



COSMUSMACV: Commander, U.S. Military Assistance Command,
Vietnam
COSVN: Central Office of South Vietnam
CPSVN: Comprehensive Plan for South Vietnam
CT: Country Team
CY: calendar year
DCM: Deputy Chief of Mission
DCSOPS: Deputy Chief of Staff for Operations
DIA: Defense Intelligence Agency
DMZ: demilitarized zone
DOD: Department of Defense
DRV: Democratic Republic of Vietnam [North]
FSO: Foreign Service Officer
FY: fiscal year
GVN Government of South Vietnam
Hq: Headquarters
Hq Det: Headquarters Detachment
ICA: International Cooperation Administration
ICC: International Control Commission
INR: Bureau of Intelligence and Research, Department of State
ISA: Office of International Security Affairs, Department of Defense
ISC: International Security Council
JCS: Joint Chiefs of Staff
JCSM: Joint Chiefs of Staff memorandum
JEC: Joint Evaluation Center
JGS: Joint General Staff (South Vietnamese counterpart of the JCS)
JIG: Joint Intelligence Group
KIA: killed in action LTG: Lieutenant General
MAAG: Military Assistance Advisory Group
MACV: Military Assistance Command, Vietnam MAP: Military Assistance
Program
MilAd: Military Advisor
Msg: Message
MSTS: Military Sea Transport Service
NATO: North Atlantic Treaty Organization
NCO: Noncommissioned Officer
NEA: Bureau of Near Eastern and South Asian Affairs, Department of State



NIE: National Intelligence Estimate
NSAM: National Security Action Memorandum
NSC: National Security Council
NVA: North Vietnamese Army
NVN: North Vietnam
OASD/ISA: Office of the Assistant Secretary of Defense for International
Security Affairs
OB: order of battle
ONE: Office of National Estimates, CIA
Opcon: Operational control
OPLAN: Operation Plan OPS: Operations
OSA: Office of Special Assistant to the Ambassador in Vietnam, Office of
the Secretary of the Army
OSD: Office of Secretary of Defense
PACAF: Pacific Air Force
PACFLT: Pacific Fleet
PACOM: Pacific Command
PAO: Public Affairs Officer
PAVN: People’s Army of Vietnam [North]
PIO: Public Information Officer
PL: Pathet Lao
PolAd: Political Advisor
POW: prisoner of war
PsyOps: Psychological Operations
PsyWar: Psychological Warfare
RAdm: Rear Admiral
RDF: radio direction finding
RKG: Royal Khmer Government
RLA: Royal Laotian Army
RLG: Royal Laotian Government
ROK: Republic of Korea
RRU: Radio Research Unit
RVN: Republic of Vietnam [South]
RVNAF: Republic of Vietnam Armed Forces
SAC: Strategic Air Command
SACSA: Special Assistant of Counterinsurgency and Special Activities
SDC: Self Defense Corps



SEA: Southeast Asia
SEATO: Southeast Asian Treaty Organization
SECDEF: Secretary of Defense
SF: U.S. Army Special Forces
SG: Special Group
SGCI: Special Group Counterinsurgency
SI: Special Intelligence
SIGINT: signals intelligence
SNIE: Special National Intelligence Estimate
SSO: Staff Security Office
SVN: South Vietnam
TAC: Tactical Air Command
TACS: Tactical Air Control System
TF: Task Force
TF (Vn): Task Force (on Vietnam)
TS: top secret
U: unclassified
UN: United Nations
USA: U.S. Army, United States of America
USAID: U.S. Agency for International Development
USAF: U.S. Air Force
USARPAC: U.S. Army, Pacific
USARV: U.S. Army, Vietnam
USFV: U.S. Forces, Vietnam
USG: U.S. Government
USIA: U.S. Information Agency
USIB: United States Intelligence Board
USIS: U.S. Information Service
USN: U.S. Navy
USOM: U.S. Operations Mission
VNAF: (South) Vietnamese Air Force
VOA: Voice of America
VC: Viet Cong
VN: Vietnam, Vietnamese
XO: Executive Officer, second in command to Senior Officer
Z: Greenwich Mean Time
Zone D: Viet Cong jungle base area northeast of Saigon



Glossary

Agency: Central Intelligence Agency

Ap Bac: South Vietnamese hamlet near Cambodian border; site of Battle of
Ap Bac in January 1963

A-Teams: Twelve-man Green Beret units

Attrition: The wearing away of enemy forces to the point where they are
either unable or unwilling to continue fighting

B-52: U.S. heavy bomber

Battalion: A military organizational unit of about 900 in infantry and 500
in artillery, but usually smaller in the Vietnam War

Bonze: Buddhist monk or priest

Buddhism: Dominant religion of Vietnam

Chieu Hoi: “Open Arms”; program under which GVN offered amnesty to
Viet Cong defectors

Company: A military organizational unit consisting of two or more
platoons

Corps: A military organizational unit made up of at least two divisions



Counterinsurgency: Military, paramilitary, political, economic,
psychological, and civic actions taken by a government to defeat subversive
insurgency

Defense: U. S. Department of Defense

Defoliant: Herbicides used to destroy dense vegetation or jungle

Demilitarized Zone: Buffer zone of about five miles between North and
South Vietnam

Division: A military organizational unit consisting of approximately 20,000
troops

Escort: Armed helicopter escort

Farm Gate: U.S. Air Force combat detachment; its mission was air
operations in support of ground forces; also called Jungle Jim

Fatigues: Standard combat uniform, green in color

G-1: Military personnel staff division

G-2: Military intelligence staff division

G-3: Military operations staff division

G-4: Military logistics staff division

Green Berets: Members of Special Forces of the U.S. Armyu

Guerrillas: Soldiers of a resistance movement who are organized on a
military or paramilitary basis



Guerrilla warfare: Military operations conducted in enemy-held or hostile
territory by irregular, prominently indigenous forces

Hamlet: A small rural village

Huey: Nickname for the UH-serious helicopters

Insurgency: A condition of revolt against a government

Irregulars: Armed individuals and groups not members of the regular
armed forces, police, or other internal security forces

J-2: Chief, Joint Intelligence Section, MACV (highest U.S. military
intelligence officer in Vietnam)

J-2, JGS: Chief, Joint Intelligence Section, JGS (senior South Vietnamese
military intelligence officer)

Jungle Jim: The 4400th Combat Crew Training Squadron; see Farm Gate

Lao dong Party: Vietnamese Workers’s Party, Marxist-Leninist Party of
North Vietnam

Local Force: Viet Cong combat unit subordinate to a district or province
headquarters

Main Force: Viet Cong and North Vietnamese military units

Millpond: U.S. plan for graduated responses in Laos (1961)

Mission: The Embassy



Montagnards: Primitive tribespeople living in mountains region in
Vietnam

Napalm: Incendiary used in Vietnam by French and Americans both as
defoliant and antipersonnel weapon

Neutrality: The state of being not aligned with a political or ideological
grouping

Pacification: Several programs of the South Vietnamese and U. S.
governments to destroy the Viet Cong in the Villages, gain civilian support
for the government of South Vietnam, and stabilize the countryside

Pathet Lao: Communist-controlled group in Laos

Platoon: Approximately forty-five men belonging to a company

Province Chief: Governor of a state-sized administrative territory in South
Vietnam, usually a high-ranking military officer

Regional Forces: South Vietnamese paramilitary troops organized at the
province level to protect villages and hamlets

Special Forces: U. S. soldiers, popularly known as Green Berets, trained in
techniques of guerrilla warfare

State: U.S. Department of State

Strategic Hamlets: Program conceived and inaugurated by Diem’s brother
Nhu for the defense of rural South Vietnam against communist attacks and
penetration

Sunrise: GVN clear-and-hold operation in Binh duong Province in 1962



Tan Son Nhut: Airport in Saigon

Tonkin Gulf Incident: Encounter between U.S. destroyers and North
Vietnamese torpedo boats in July 1964. As a result Congress passed a
resolution authoring President Johnson to take military action to defend
U.S. forces and allies in South Vietnam

Viet Cong: Communist forces fighting the South Vietnamese government

Viet Minh: Vietnam Doc Lap Dong Minh Hoi, or the Vietnamese
Independence League

Walk in the sun: Ground troop movement free of the risk of combat
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