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VII ~ The Search for Peace, April-December, 1968

Background:
On April 1, 1968, the United States stopped making air atrikes over

North Vietnam above the 20th parallel.” Within a fortnight, without any
angouncement, it further restricted strikes to the 19th parallel. _

naigsance continued over all of North Vietnam and increased in frequency.
Even before the second restriction became évideuc, Hanoi ou April 3
indicated its willingness to engage in prelimdnary contacts with the US
even though strikes continued, and, after a long search for a mutually
acceptable site in which to hold preliminary talks, discussions begaﬁ in
Pgris on May 13. Reports about the diécussions that continued ovér the

next five months were clogely held and INR, oaly partially Iinformed through

official sources of the substance of  the talks, based its assessments in
1

good part om fublic news.

Through charges and counter-charges which they traded in public, and
through "second" and "third" wave Commmist offemsives in South Vietnan,
both g8ides remained committed to negotiatious. Ou. October 31, 1968,

President Johnson announced that the US would stop all strikes over

North Vietnam and that the parties had agreed to expand the talks to

=

1. Also during this period, INR's senior analyst on North Vietnam served
as a gember of the Department's Vietnam Planning Group under the
Bureau of East Asian Affairs. Counsequently, many of INR's views
were incorporated into Departmental papers and cables without any
separate INR record of them.
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naissance ;ontinued as before.)- Within a week an NL¥Y delegation arrived
in Paris, but Saigon hgd reach;a no decision. On November 8 the GVN
announced éhat it would ‘consent to lead a combined US/GVN delegation to
the talks. On December 9, three wveeks after Secretary Clifford had
publicly threatened that the US would be prepared to .enter the phase of
negotiation without South Vietnamese representation, Vice President

“Nguyen Cao Ky arrived in Paris with a delegation headed by Ambagsador

Pham Dang Lam,

Summary:

C During the partial halt to bombing, INR considered that the North

' Vietnamese wmoved their position only gradually toward full negotiation,
and without abandoning their basic objectives. It believed that Hmoil
would keep military operations at a relatively high level, consonant with

\\Ets gtrength in the South, and pace its combat operations to support its
negotiating position—1limited only by a feaf of provokdng the US to resume
retaliation. Saigon would have to accept the talks but would oppose dis-
cussion of the South, and would‘insist that the US sustain its -ilitary
presence and pressure; Thiex would probably engage in delaying tactlces

‘ an& endeavor to minimize the role of the NLF. INR was uncertain about the

effects talks wight have on the stability of the regime. On balance, it

concluded that the GVN would go along reluctantly as talks widened into

negotiations.
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g f!; iNR _ agree.d that the Communist forces in the South were sub-
gtantially larger than MACV egtimated; INR believed the Communist military
build-up voyld lead to ;ideSpread attacks on selected urban and military

- e targets, but at a more sustained and less intense level than at Tet.

For most of 1968, Hanol seemed to be debating what its best éourse
of action should be, as it repeatedly attempted military offensives and
consistently refused to give ground on reciprocity. INR judged in sdd-year
“that Hanoi finally was considering that it might agreelto some restrictiocns
regarding the DMZ and to‘the removal of some of its forces, in return for a
total halt to bombing. By September, INR concl&éed that the US could

expect Hanol to comply wmore closely than it had donme hitherto with the US

- cemae

<\ government's “asgumption'~-formulated by the President at San Antoniec in
September 1967-—that Hanoi would not take "“advantage' of a complete halt of
bombing. INR &lso thought, however, that Hanoi would still feel free to
intensify dits military effort in the South and work to blocg Southern
\\;epresentation at the Paris talks. INR noted that Hangi might accept
S#igon‘s presence but, if so, would try to avoid the "our-side, your-side"

formula in order as much as possible to reduce the GVN's gtatus and to

upgrade that of the NLF.
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As full negotiations got under way, INR refterated its belief that
the Communists would oppose an early cease—fire, which would be attractive
to them only under much more adverse or much more favorable circumstamces.

It also concluded that the Communists would not de-escalate the war
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rapidly and that they had reinforceable assets in the South which were

st1ll quite capable of sustained and effective military action.

First Moves, April-Hay:

issued a statement that it was prepared to meet US representatives in

Within three days of the partial halt to bombing on April 3, Hanoi
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order to determine the "unconditional cessation" of the bombing "“so that

talks may start.” Still, INR did not believe Hanoi would feel compelled

to move rapidly toward full negoiiations or to abandon its basic objec—

tives or conditions for a gettlement.

In fact, Hanoi might seek to limit

initial contacts and would coordinate its military operations and logistic

2

buildup with its tactics in negotiation.

3

INR at the outset thought that any 1lull would be gshort, and quickly

came to the opinion that the Communists would "maintain a high level of 3

overall activity," while infiltration would continue at a high rate —-

4
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N\‘basiné both judgments on the assesswent that Cowmxunist activities would be

‘

determined by Hanoi's estimate of military/political requirements on the
y po q

ground and of what would support its negotiations, rather than by

congideration of the "no advantage" fprnn{la.4

Nevertheless, Hanoi might

2.

3.

4..

See VII-1:

of Bowmbing," April 4, 1968 SECRET

See VII-2:

See VII-3:

IN-275, "“Communist Courses of Action in South Vietnam
During Contacts," April 16, 1968, SECRET/NF¥

IN-240, "Hsnol Declares Readiness to Contact US on Cessation

HH-REA, "Hanol's Desires and Expectations from the Lmpending
Round of Talks,'" April 10, 1968, SECRET/EXDIS.
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have ﬁigh hopes regarding US willingness to comptomise~~including even
the possibility of a US withdrawal in some guise-—and would also wish to
avoid provoking the US toward protracting the counflict. Hanol would also
look for way; in which to intemsify the disruptive effects of the negoti-
tion process on ﬁS—GVH relatious.S

Iomediately before and after the partial halt to bombing on April 1,.
INR's assessments of the pace at which Hanoi might be expected to respond
implied that it might be some time before actual discussioms could begin.
Then within aays,‘the US further restricted strikes to the 19th parallel,
and, possibly bécause of this second restriction, Hanoi responded faster
than INR had estimated. Om April 15 Hanol announced the appointment of
Xuan Thuy as Minister without Portfolio. INR conclﬁded that Henol was now
ready to negotiate: Xuan Thuy's rank appeared too high for mere contacts
and too low for final negotiations; he thus appeared just right for the |

6

\:}qtermgdiary stage" talks the US then wanted. Finally, on Hay 3, the US

and North Vietnam agreed to hold discussions in Paris and Hanoi designated

Xuan Thuy to lead the DRV delegationm.
INR also explored how the South Vietnamese would probably react to

the impending bilateral discussions between US and DRV. It comcluded that

S. Y¥rom the paper quoted as VII-2 (oote 3)

6. See VII-4: IN-287, "Hanoi's Appointment of Xuan Thuy as Minister May
Presage Role in Negotiatioms," April 18, 1968  SECRET
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Saigon would probably acquiesce in the holding of talks but would continue
to resist a total halt of b@mbing, any reduction of US forces, and any
expansion of subject matter in the bilateral talks to include the present
or future situation in the South. Indeed, the public grace with which
Saigon accepted the US initiatives masked what the Embagsy had termed a
well of "quiet bitterness." Initially, INR estimated, the peace moves had
helped resclve differences within the GVN which centered around the per—
sistent conflict between Thieu aﬁd Ky, and had brought the regime belatedly

to realize that the US commitwent did not necessarily imply continuing

the war at its present intensity. Against these salutary effects, however,

the onset of talks “could also coutribﬁte to an unraveling of the constitu-
tional system, lessened restraints upon irrespoansible political activity,
and a g;ueral disintegration of morale....,"

‘Horeover, INR stated, '"there will undoubtedly be a progressive rise in

South Vietnamese suspicions of US intentions and with {t may come an

4increased possibility of a military takeover in Saigon." "The GVN will

-

demax;d full reporting and consultation on the state of talks with North
Vietnam and oppose an early widening of the talks...in the hope of delaying
any decisive atage at which the GVN might, for example, have to decide -
wheéher its own participation in negotiations was worth the price of recog-
nizing the Liberation Front as a separate entity equally competent to
participate., .The GVN would thus hopé to delay still further a realistic
confrontation wvith the problews implificit in arrangiﬂg a political 8gttle~

ment, for which {t presumably is atill almost totally unprepared."
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Nevefcheless, INR conclﬁded, “the chances still appear to be slightly ;
better than even that the GYN...cam be bfought along reluctantly to accept
widening of the talks into negotiations."? When Foreign Minister
Tran Van Do said on May 17 that the GVH would permit the NLP to partici-
pate in future elections as an oppogition group, INR observed that Do'a
influence was limited and that his statement could not necegsgarily be
interpreted as a commitment of the GVH.8

HMeanwhile, Commumist activities in the South featured the congress on
April 20-21 of the new and allegedly non~Communist “Alliance of National,
Democratic and feace Forces," created after the Tet offensive. INR thought?
that this effort was aimed at strengthening Cowmmunist apbeal amoug the .
urban elite, possibly to create a "third force" alongside the GVH ana NLF
for future negotiations.g Reports in April indicated that the Commmists
were preparing for a new offensive and were doing so on a scale sufficieant
to support a repeat of the Tet spectacular. INR did not believe that Co;—
wmumnist strategy called for attacks at that level, but predicted that_ there

would be mortar attacks on selected urban and wilitary sites, suggesting

also that “"any renewed wmilitary activity could fit into the framework of

7. . See VII-5: IN-283, "South Vietnamese Reactious to US-Hanmoi Talks," &7
April 17, 1968, S/NF

8. 1IN-364, "Foreign Minister Do's Views om the Front: A Slight shift,"
May 17, 1968, S/NF

2

9. See VII-6: IN-307, "Viet Cong Upgrade Alliance Front into National I
Organization," April 26, 1968, S/NF _
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'fighting while negotiating,'" Shortly thereafter, Saigon and Gia Dinh

received intense but restricted mortaring which coincided with the opening

of the Paris talks on May 13.

INR at this time comzented on the major discrepancies between MACV's

% estimates of ememy strength at 278-328,000 and CIA's at 390-475,000—
3
KT H

S discrepancies that had persisted even though an intelligence coanference

P £5- 4
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AL  vas couvened. on April 10-12 to iron out just thege differences. -_ 07'

Prelude in Paris

'

After the first week of "official talks' in Pariz, INR reviewed

Xuan Thuy's statements. It found there evidence that Hanol was uncertain

about the present round of talks. Xuan Thuy had raised “an astonishingly

wide variety of subjects"; and, whatever his purpose, “he must also have
realized that they opened up room for discussioas beyeud the current

officially announced purpose of the talks, and that we could and would

[

exploit his readiness to discuss them." By go doing, Hanol ran the risk
<p g

of finding itself on the horns of a difficult dilema, for if the talks

10. See VII-7%

Phage of Cowmunist Offensive,” May 1, 1968,

HM~-REA~-68-86, ''Captured Document Statements on Upcoming
SECRET \




did not produce a total bombing cessation Hanoi might, after several
months, have to accept the idea of holding substantive talks while the

partial bombing continued, or move toward breaking off the talks. The

- firat choice would have a serious effect om party morale in both the

‘North and the South, but the second would have even more obvious and

12
serious implications. Press speculation that Hanol might be contem—

plating a break—off evoked from INR the Jjudgment tﬁat Hamnoi was umlikely
to take this step "in the next month or two, and probably not even
beyond that." Hanoi's hopes of keeping pressures on the GVN and oun US
resolve——let alone its fear of resumed bombing--meant thdt Hanoi would
be m;re likely to adopt less drastic measures such as to recall its chief
negotiators for "conmsultation" while keeping a low-level liaison office
in Paris.l3

When Hanoi ;ppointed a member_qf the Politburo, Le Duc Tho, to its

delegation, INR estimated that the "enormous authority" his presence

would bring had been designed to improve the international impact of the
: 14

delegation's propaganda and to give it greater freedom of maneuver.

INR foresaw, however, no iminent give in Hanoi's position on the DMZ;

12. See VII-9: 1IN-371, “How Does Hanol See Things After the First Week
in Paris?" May 20, 1968, SECRET

13. See VII-10: 1IN-395, "Would Hanoi Break Off Paris Talks?l" Hay 24,
1968, S/NFD/LD/CD

14. IN-418, “Hanol Politburo Hember Le Duc Tho Off to Paris," Hay 31,
1968, SECRET
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while it might reducé the level of military action there, Hanol would
not agree to restore the de-militarized status of the Zone, bath because
of its own logistic interests and because the move would be interpreted
as too great a step back from reunificatiou.l5 Again, INR believed,
there was no point in debating whether Hanoi would await the outcome of
US couventions or elections before deciding on its course of action; as
Hanol gaw the matter, the solution of the problem lay in Vietnam--not

16
in the US.

In July, when the Paris talks had been under way for two months,
INRldiscussed the tactics Hanol might adopt for the remainder of the
suszer and fall of 1968. Basically, Hanol still thought that the overall
political, military and diplomatic situation in the South was favorable
for its objectives 'and unfavorable to those of the US. It was assured
of continued Soviet and Chinese aid, and the US could not significantly
escalate the war in the South. Horeover, Hanol would assume that the US
would not soon be 1ikely to resume bombing above the 20th parallel—let
alone go beyond the limits it had observed before th; partial halt—so
that the implicit threat of resumed bombing would not of itself soon

force the North Vietnamese to wmake changes in important policies. On the

other hand, Hanoil did have growiang problems in the pursult of the war,

15. 1IN-413, "Prospects for Haro{'s De—escalation in the pMZ," May 31,
1968, S/NFD/LD

16. See MM-REA-68~106, "Hanoi's Attitudes on the US Electioms,”
June 19, 1968, S/NFD '
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