V - Trial by Force: March 1965-February 1966:

Background:

During this phase, the Communists increased their conventional wmili-
tary strength and operations, while maintaining thelr primary emphasis on
guerrilia tactics, whereas the US and the GVN, as they continued the
counterinsurgency effort, gave increasing priority to coanventional opera-
;ions. By November 1965, Communist forces were knowa to include at least
five full regiments of the NVA and the presence of two more was con-—
firaed during the month. Estimates of over-all Communist strength,
inéluding support forces, increased from 160,000 to roughly 260,000,

ARVN forces increased from 246,000 to 302,000 and US forces from 40,000
personael acting in an advisory or supporting capacity to 201,000 troops
’ engaged in full and independent combat operations. Begioning in Mar;h
1965 with limited air strikes against military targets below the 20th

parallel, the US expanded the scope and nature of its targets to include
virtually all of North Vietnam, save the enclaves of Eanoi, Héiphong,and
the Chinese border area as well as certain major iﬁdustrial targets., By
the end of this phase, virtually every conventional air and land weaPon
in the US operational inventory was employed con a regular if limited basis.
The US had suffered over 11,000 casualties and had lost 351 aircraft in
action. President Johnson had submitted to Congress a budget including

$10.5 billion for expenditures on Vietnam and an additiomal $9.1 billiom

of new obligational authority.
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By February 1966 trends in South %ietngﬁ.c;;l; be interpreted as
progress or at least as absence of further deterforatiom, but no indica-
tions pointed either to a military victory or to a negotiated 8é£tlement
satisfactory to the US or the GVN. The new government under Premier Ky
showed a capacity for survival but did mot gain popular support.
Evidence aécumulated that Commumists were suffering considerable casu—
alties and losing control of gome areas; but there were no gigns of
qualitative change in the relative potential of each side.

During this period, the US offered to hold wnconditional talks with
North Vietnam in public or in private and vith or without a halt of the
bombing. It made a bombing halt contingent, however, on Hanoi's curtail—
ing support for the Viet Codg, and authoritative press comments furéher
interpreted US conditions to include a cease-fire in the South. The TS
also offered econocuic aid to North Vietnam should a negotiated settlement
be achieved. Hanol's public position remained that the US must "recognize"
Hanoi's "Four Points" and unconditionally and permanently halt bombing
before talks could start. The Coemsumists also held that some form of
fecognition of the NLF was =z precondition for a settlement of the gi{tustion
if not for talks.

Regagdless of the gap that seemed to exist between the position
announced by the US and what was supposed to be the position privately held
by Hanoi, the US undertock two unilateral pauses in the bombing to dis-~
cover what Hanoi's response would be. The first, May 12-18, 1965, followed

two wonths of limited air strikes on military installations up to the
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20th parallel and preceded the introduction of major US units into
the South. The second, from December 24, 1965 to January 31, 1966,
followed seven more months of alir strikes throughout much of the DRY
and the introduction of sizable US and third country forces into the
South., At the end of this period, the US resumed and then intensified
the bombing of the Rorth and launched a major effort to create a
viable social, political, aqd economic structure in the South.

The questions during these months were how much intervention by
US and allied ground forces was necessary, and what were appropriate
roles for foreign and indigenous forces in purauit of victory. Top
US officlals responsible for the war faced the additional problem of

( winning ‘within an acceptable time frame."

‘Summary:

During the.firsc half of 1965, the issue of deploying US combat
troops became paramount, and required appraisal of ARVHE's capabilities.
At the beginning of ébe year, the military participanfs in the Intelli-
gence Community had, xs in the past, felt that CIA and IFR were not
giving ARVN its due when they noted.itsilack of capacity to defeat the
enemy or reduce his will to ccatinue the war. All agreed, however, that
ARVN, despite {ts deficiencies, was still able to meet most VC attacks
without further US support and to fight well enough to preserve a stale-

mate.

In April, all hands recognized that regular NVA units had deployed

(; across the northern part of South Vietmam. MACV then became alarmed




over ARVN's weakness, especially after the collapae of geveral cowbat
battalions, and called for 80,000 US combat troops. It also planned a
change of agsignment, so that the bulk of the ARVN would shift from main
force warfare to protecting heavily populated fixed targets, while US
and ARVN elite forces would séek out and destroy the enewy main force in
the sparsely populated regions of the country, especially inland in the
mountains. INR now found itself facing a new perspective, and while it
still recognized that ARVN had weaknesses, it maintained that the balance
of forces had not shifted sufficiently to make US combat troops necessary.
Ror did 1t feel that the ememy would scon have the capacity for sustained
- large-scale operations, or that he would set up a territorially-based
government In the Central Highlands. Holding to its earlier view that the
enemy would persist in his traditional pattern at a rising level of inten-
sity, INR did note that he had started on & new tack, assaulting lines of
comminication. Oa the other hand, INR did not believe that even a large
infusion of American troops and an intensified bombing campaign would bring
the war to a gatisfactory conclusion as quickly as advocates of this
policy hoped. INR drew this conclusion from the unconventional nature of
the conflict, which would prevent US forces from rapidly discovering and
destroying enemy formations or blocking his capacity to reinforce then.

At year's end INR judged the war to be stalemated and obsgerved that
US forces had played the major role in preventing deteriocration. But it
agalin noted that these intense American efforts had not brought the war

closer to a favorable conclusion and had hardly affected Communist
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capacities for unconventional, guerrilla warfare. Moreover, the succegs
of search-and-destroy operations rested om the enemy's willingness to
sténd and fight. Iao short, the Communists still enjoyed the initiative
in combat.

The Communist position on negotiations became, for INR, closely
linked to US escalation. Before the bombing of the North, INR discerned
in Communist policy a "soft" probing line, intended at least in part to
avert-escalation; after the bombing began, the Communists wanted to avoid
negotiations which they would have had to conduct under duress and subject
to US pressure. INR therefore expected the Communists to respond with
military pressure--for example, through involvement of Chinese air power——
to redress the balance before they would renew 8ignals toward negotiatiom.

After the announcement of Hanoi's Four Points in April 1965, INR
scrutinized closely any variations in Henoi's public statements, looking
for indicagions that might suggest how interested in talks North Yietnaw
vas. During the bombing pause in May 1965, INR estimated that Hanoi would
lnot make councessions toward negotiations though it wa;;ed the pause to
continue; in general it believed that North Vietnam was interested in open-—
ing an exchange without gignaling an interest in compromise. At mid-year,
INR judged that Hanoi was seriously interested in the possibllity of
bilateral contacts, but would make no concession for a bowbing halt, and
would reject a pauge that was coupled with an uwltimatum or a demand for
reciprocity. INR estimated that an unannounced pause, 1f handled

carefully, would be the most likely means of opening the way to
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substantive talks. During the pause at year's end, however, it noted
only a slight indication of interest on Hanoi's part.

Estimates of probable Communist reactions to further intensifica-
tion of the war by the US elicited increasingly intensge differeaces
of opinion in the Intelligence Commumnity. In line with its past
estinates, INR was more drastic than other members of the Cowmunity
in drawing conclusicns from intelligence on military cooperation between
China and the DRY and on Chinese war preparations on the Mainland. It
noted as before both that the increase in Chinese verbal threats had
the purpose of boosting VC morale and deterring further US troop inputs,
and that, as these threats became more specific, they also reflected
a deeper commitment to aid North Vietnam. The more US air and gro;nd
efforts grew, the more strongly INR, with sowe backing from other
agencies, felt éhat additional US intensification of the war would
raise a very real prospect of Chiua‘becoming engaged in the air and
possibly on the ground. 7INR alsc judged that Hanoil would not be moved
toward negotiating by the escalation, but would be more determined to
fight on.

While the Intelligence Community as a whole recognized Peking's
willingness to risk & major conflict with the US to defend its vital
interests (though these interests were often not specifically defined),
INR repeatedly found itself more ready tham other nembérs to expect
Chinese entry under specific future contingencies involving Vietnam.

Being prepared in gemeral to anticipate & strong Chinese reaction in
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the air, INR estimated that Peking was most likely to act in response
to & strike againast the Hanoi-Haiphong complex, and that the resulting
air encounters could lead to a wider war. By the same token, INR also
concluded that China would allow its bases to be used by the North
Vietnamese to defend Rorth Vietnam. 1Inm response to a query concerning
reaction by the Chinese to 3 strike against their own bases, INR felt
more ztrongly than other agencies that China would not moderate its
-policy but would respond aggressively.

In one major Estimate in September 1965, INR disgented entirely
over the question of what would result from a massive attack on the
Northeast quadrant, assaults on thermal power plants, and follow-up
armed reconnaissance; INR thought that the Communists would intensify
the wvar, contrary to the majority view that they would {ncline to nego-
tiate. INR judged that, as a response to pressure of this sort together
with a US ground bufld-up, North Vietnam would step up the war in the
South, while China would provide material support required and introduce
its own forces in the North to replace North Vietnamese troops as mneeded.
The So#iets, hoewever reluctantly, woﬁld increase tﬁeir aid and their
political pressure on the US.

Finally, IHR dissented from the view that air attacks which hurt
North Vietnam's logistical capacity would lead Hanoi to cousider negoti-—

ations, since it belfeved that sufficient LOC's would survive to handle

the needs in the South. In gemeral, INR judged that the bombing was




having minimal effects against Communist worale and the capacity of
the North to make war—-—that on the contrary, the attacks enabled Hanoi

to increase controls, exploit nationalist feeling, and wobilize the

populace more effectively.

The US Joins the Ground War

INR's assesswent of Cowmunist strength and capsbilities at the

—:hat the Viet Cong retained the initiative and had

built up forces to an estimated 50-60,000 regulars and 100,000 {irregu-

At the game time, INR could find no evidence that the VC were

weakening: “every indication we can glean...suggests that their [the

2
VC] determination to continue the war...is increasing, not decreasing.”

b

2. See V-1: MM-RPE-65-86, “Evaluation of Evidence of Viet Cong
'Regroupment North,'" March 25, 1965




Mor could INR attribute to intensified air attacks the overall lull
in Communist armed attacks suggested by HACV statistics——and .it pointed

to the parallel '"sharp acceleration in VC terrorist and sabotage
3
activities."

By April, all Washington intelligence agencies agreed that the

Communist build-up in South Vietnam's northern provinces included KVA

ntes Y

In i
contrast, Secretafy McNamara's report on the April Honolulu Conference
argued that receant weeks had seen “a so-ewhatﬂfavorable change in the
overall situstion as the result of air attacks on the DRV." However,
success on the ground being essential 1f favorable results were to be

achieved '"ithin an acceptable time frame," the report proposed the

introduction of 80,000 US and other allied troops in additiom to US

forces already deployed for base security.

3. See V-2: IN, “South Vietnam—A Lall in Armed Attacks?" Apr. 24, 1965.
NOTE: This apparent lull turned ocut to be primarily the product. of
a change MACV made in its reporting definitions in October 1964,

which was not known in Washington watil January 1966. _




By June no decision regarding further US troop deployment had
been reached, and MACV was reporting a serious "gap" between enemy and
allied forces. This “gap" appeared primarily in combat effectiveness
rather than in numbers, and reflected increased ARVN casualties and
desertions, and delays in the rgcfuitnent and training of the eleven
new ARVN battalions scheduled to meet rising enemy streagth. HACV
again proposed that the gap be filled with US trbops.6 INR coucurted
with MACV's assessment of ARVN weaknesses and VC strength, but did not
find in them a recent or radical shift in the overall balance of forces.
More important, INR disagreed with MACV's implication that the war effort
might collapse completely if US forces were not deployed. It also doubted
that the advantages of deploying US forces would necessarily outweigh
the disadvantages that would result if the TS assumed greater resgponsibility
for the var.7

INR also requested that HACV clarify the divc?gence between its views
cited above and the tenor of a simultaneous HACY wquly military report
which placed the£uih%ug in ARVX forces slightly ahead of achedule.8
MACV replied that five ARVN battalions had been lost oa the battlefield in
the preceding three weeks and that ;;;ualties and desertions had forced a
moratorium on the fofmatiou of new battalions umtil losses in existing

units had been replaced. A following FLASH cable reported the lossg of

another battalion and the development of a critical situation in the

6. COMUS MACV cable 19118, 07335Z, Jume 7, 1965

7. MM~RFE 65-10/1-2, “Comments on COMUSHACV Recowmendatiouns," June 8,
1965 '
8. Deptel 2873, June 11, 1965




