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Foreword

This volume is part of the Center for the Study of Intelligence’s continuing effort to provide as
clear a record of CIA activities as possible within the constraints of overall national security
concerns. We believe it is important for the American public to be aware of and to understand
the Agency’s crucial mission. The CIA is committed to a degree of openness that not only
documents its activities but also informs the US public of the historical successes and
shortcomings of the Intelligence Community.

This recently declassified study by former CIA officer Dr. Harold P. Ford reviews the Intelligence
Community’s analytic performance during the chaotic Vietnam era, with particular focus on the
efforts of CIA analysts. It offers a candid view of the ClA’s intelligence assessments concerning
Vietnam during three episodes between 1962 and 1968 and the reactions of senior US
policymakers to those assessments. Without ignoring or downplaying the analysts’ problems
and errors, Dr. Ford argues persuasively that, for the most part, the Agency’s analysis proved
remarkably accurate. His study shows that CIA analysts had a firm grasp of the situation in
Viethnam and continually expressed doubts that heightened US military pressure alone could
win the war. Contrary to the opinions voiced by then Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara
and others, Dr. Ford strikingly illustrates the substantial expertise CIA officers brought to the
Vietnam question.

Dr. Ford was uniquely qualified to undertake this in-depth study of the Agency’s performance
on Vietnam. After graduating from the University of Redlands, he served as a naval officer in
the Pacific during World War Il. He earned a Ph.D. in history at the University of Chicago and
was a postdoctoral scholar at Oxford University. He joined the CIA’s Office of Policy
Coordination in 1950 and transferred in 1951 to the Agency’s Office of National Estimates where
he served for most of his Agency career. He drafted many National Intelligence Estimates
concerning Vietnam and participated in several of the inter-Agency Vietnam working groups
discussed in this study. He later served as a CIA station chief abroad. Dr. Ford retired from CIA
in 1974 and subsequently worked for the Senate Select Committee on Intelligence. He returned
to the Agency in 1980 to help form the National Intelligence Council (NIC). At the time of his
retirement in 1986 he was the NIC’s Acting Chairman.
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Preface

This study uses three episodes in the interplay of intelligence with policymaking on Vietnam (1)
to examine the information and judgments the Central Intelligence Agency provided presidents
and senior administration officials; (2) to assess the impact these inputs had or did not have on
policy decisions; and (3) to reflect on why the policy and intelligence outcomes developed as
they did. Focusing on CIA intelligence analysis in Washington in the 1960s, the study is
intended to complement other History Staff publications on Vietnam treating the Agency’s
operational performance in the field.

The particular focus of this study takes nothing away from the fact that CIA assessments on
Vietnam were an important part of the policymaking process in the years before and after
these three episodes. In the earlier years, CIA Headquarters judgments had been consistently
pessimistic, holding that the French would almost certainly not be able to prevail in Vietnam. As
the US commitment to South Vietnam progressively increased, CIA-produced assessments of
the military-political outlook there remained more doubtful than those of US policymakers. Until
1962, CIA’s senior officers had focused their attention on field operations, intelligence
collection, and the routine supply of finished intelligence to Washington policymakers. That
situation changed with the advent of Director of Central Intelligence (DCI) John A. McCone in
late 1961. Until early 1965 McCone played an active role in many matters of policy formulation
affecting the Vietnam war and broader world issues, though late in 1964 he and President
Johnson began to differ on optimum military measures to pursue in Vietnam.

During the brief tenure of McCone’s successor, Adm. William F. Raborn, a position of Special
Assistant to the DCI for Vietham Affairs (SAVA) was created to coordinate and focus CIA efforts
in support of administration policy. When veteran CIA operations officer Richard Helms
replaced Raborn as DCI, he was for the most part less aggressive than McCone in dealing with
top policymakers, was generally more responsive than initiative-taking, and gave the White
House and the Pentagon vigorous Agency support with respect to Vietnam. In 1967-68, however,
he did give President Johnson some remarkably frank reports from CIA officers that went far
beyond strictly intelligence matters. It was Helms’s Special Assistant for Vietnam Affairs at that
time, George A. Carver, Jr.,, who played an especially influential role in the policy arena, notably
in early 1968 when the Tet Offensive forced the Johnson administration to reexamine its
policies. Thereafter, however, as the Johnson and Nixon administrations constricted the circle
of advisers on Vietnam, CIA contributions focused more on the execution and monitoring of
policy than on its formulation.

Contrasted to the narrower opportunities CIA had for influencing policy decisions prior to 1962
and following 1968, the three episodes chosen for this study were cases where US
policymakers faced critical points in the evolution of US involvement in Vietnam, and where CIA
assessments and senior Agency personalities had at least the potential for significantly
affecting the policy decisions taken.

In the first of these episodes, 1962-63, a policy wish intruded on the formulation of intelligence,
with DCI McCone playing a key role. This intrusion stemmed from sharply differing views of
what was happening in the liberated colonies of former French Indochina. Policymakers
believed the positions of US-supported governments in South Vietnam and Laos were
improving vis-a-vis the aggrandizement of Communist North Vietnam—so much so, they felt,
that the United States could consider withdrawing some of its 10,000 advisory military



personnel then in Vietnam. To Washington’s working-level intelligence officers, the situation
appeared to be getting worse, not better. In the event, in the spring of 1963 things suddenly did
get much worse in Indochina, shattering policymakers’ optimism and sending them scurrying
for new ways to try to save South Vietnam.

The story of that policy search and its interplay with intelligence constitutes the second
episode. First came the conviction, championed especially by certain senior State Department
officials, that the Ngo Dinh Diem government was incapable of leading the struggle against
North Vietnam’s aggression and subversion and must be replaced. When Diem’s successors
proved even less effective, a dominant general view evolved out of the debates among
Washington policymakers that South Vietnam could be rescued only by committing US combat
forces in the South and systematically bombing the North. Despite the persistent contention at
the time by most CIA analysts that such measures by themselves would not save the South,
the Johnson administration eventually decided to “go big” in Vietnam, while John McCone,
differing with Lyndon Johnson on what military tactics to pursue there, lost his close
relationship with the President and resigned his DCI post.

The final case, covering the period 1967-68, treats (1) the circumstances and political pressures
that resulted in an estimate of enemy troops in South Vietnam that was considerably lower
than the actual total force available to the Communists; (2) the response CIA officers made to
those pressures; (3) the alerts which Agency (and other) intelligence officers gave—or did not
give—prior to the 1968 Tet holiday that the enemy was likely to launch an unprecedented
offensive; and (4) the role CIA inputs played in President Johnson’s response to the Tet
Offensive. We will see that in this third episode much of CIA’s input to the President’s policy
advisers was made by or through the Director’s Special Assistant for Vietnam Affairs, George
Carver. This CIA officer enjoyed extraordinary Cabinet-level entree, did not restrict himself to
intelligence matters, and, until shortly after the Tet Offensive, usually voiced a more optimistic
view of Vietnam than did most of his CIA colleagues.

In evaluating the quality and impact of ClA’s input to policymaking in the three episodes
examined, we will find a mixed picture in which, numerous historians tell us, ClIA’s judgments
proved prescient much of the time but found little receptivity. At other times during 1962-68,
the Agency’s intelligence found favor with policymakers but turned out to be wrong. Despite
this mixed performance, as this study will find, the intelligence on Vietnam that the Agency
provided decisionmakers was for the most part better than that of other official contributors,
while within CIA the most acute judgments were generally those of its working-level officers.

A Note on Sources and Perspective: The sources of this study include formerly classified
documents largely from CIA files; personal interviews of participants; documents and other
materials already in the public domain; and the author’s own experience in certain of the
episodes under review. Research of CIA records covered the offices of the Director of Central
Intelligence (including his Special Assistant for Vietnam Affairs), the Inspector General, the
Deputy Directors for Intelligence and Operations, ClIA’s History Staff, and the former Office of
National Estimates (O/NE) and its files of National Intelligence Estimates. All the Agency
documents cited in this study come from specific files of the respective CIA offices.

The study is colored and, it is hoped, illuminated by the author’s personal experience as a
senior analyst of Indochina questions, on and off, beginning in 1952. During the first two



episodes covered, he was successively the chief of O/NE’s Far East Staff and then chief of the
O/NE Staff; throughout these episodes he was concurrently a CIA representative to various
interagency consultative bodies and policy working groups concerned with Vietnam. During the
third episode he was otherwise engaged as a CIA Chief of Station abroad. Since his retirement
from CIA in 1986, at which time he was Acting Chairman of the National Intelligence Council
(the successor to O/NE), he has prepared studies on Vietnam and other subjects for ClIA’s
History Staff.

The author recognizes that his personal involvement in some of the historical events reviewed
here constitutes a hazard to scholarship. Let it be said at the outset that, having already limited
himself to three exemplary episodes from a longer historical period, he will not always represent
or reflect every shade of opinion or judgment on the matters addressed. It should be noted,
also, when the judgments of National Intelligence Estimates are cited, that they represented
the views not only of CIA but also the entire Washington Intelligence Community. Not least, the
author does not intend this work to be a paean to CIA analysis: while he examines situations
where he considers CIA judgments proved prescient, he also cites instances where CIA
analyses and national estimates proved wide of the mark or were too wishy-washy to serve the
policymaking process well.

The author wishes to thank those who consented to be interviewed, and those who have
pointed out errors or omissions in earlier drafts and have suggested additions and improved
language. These latter experts include Lt. Gen. Robert E. Pursley (USAF, Ret.); CIA History Staff
Chiefs J. Kenneth McDonald, L. Kay Oliver, and Gerald Haines; former CIA officers William Colby,
George Allen, Richard Lehman, Bob Layton, R. Jack Smith, James Hanrahan, and—especially—
Richard Kovar; and CIA officers Henry Appelbaum, Teresa Purcell, and Russell Sniady.

The views expressed in this study do not necessarily represent those of CIA; the author alone is
responsible for the views expressed and for any errors or omissions that remain. This study was
completed in mid-1997.



Episode 1

1962-1963: Distortions of Intelligence

The struggle in South Vietnam at best will be protracted and costly [because] very great
weaknesses remain and will be difficult to surmount. Among these are lack of aggressive and
firm leadership at all levels of command, poor morale among the troops, lack of trust between
peasant and soldier, poor tactical use of available forces, a very inadequate intelligence system,
and obvious Communist penetration of the South Viethamese military organization.

From the draft of NIE 53-63, “Prospects in South Vietnam” submitted by the Intelligence
Community’s representatives to the United States Intelligence Board, 25 February 1963 (1)

We believe that Communist progress has been blunted and that the situation is improving... .
Improvements which have occurred during the past year now indicate that the Viet Cong can
be contained militarily and that further progress can be made in expanding the area of
government control and in creating greater security in the countryside.

From that NIE’s final version, 17 April 1963

Throughout 1961 President Kennedy had been under mounting pressure from his military and
political chiefs to send US troops to Laos and South Vietnam to stem a floodtide of Communist
military successes and shore up the faltering Government of South Vietnam (GVN). Finally, late
in the year, Kennedy had gambled that a substantial increase in the allocations of US advisers,
trainers, and equipment to the South Vietnam armed forces would stiffen South Vietnamese
resistance and reverse the tide.

By early November 1963, however, two years after his decision to expand the US commitment in
Vietnam, it had become clear that the situation there had gone from bad to worse, and that his
gamble had gone awry: his administration had sanctioned the overthrow of Saigon’s president,
Ngo Dinh Diem, who had been murdered, and the first in a series of coups and even less
effective Saigon regimes had been ushered in. Contributing to that result had been distortions
of US intelligence reporting from the field, and of intelligence analysis in Washington.

During the two-year period following President Kennedy’s decision in late 1961 to up the ante in
Vietnam, much of the reporting from the military and political missions in Saigon continued in
the overly optimistic vein that marked most of the French and American experience in
Indochina from 1945 to 1975. (2) In 1962-63, the period examined in this study’s first episode,
senior US decisionmakers came to believe that American military participation in Vietham might
be completed by the end of 1965 and that, as a first step, some 1,000 US military personnel
could be withdrawn by the end of 1963. It did not quite work out that way.



In Washington, a significant distortion was, paradoxically, contributed by the Director of Central
Intelligence himself, John A. McCone, who had not been notably optimistic about the initial
results of President Kennedy’s venture. As we will see, in February 1963 he sharply criticized
the pessimistic conclusions of his Board of National Estimates, even though it had already
diluted the even-darker working-level judgments of the Office of National Estimates (O/NE)
staff and the Intelligence Community’s representatives. McCone remanded their draft National
Intelligence Estimate (NIE) and directed them to seek out the views of senior policymakers in a
revised NIE. The revisions made to the final version of that Estimate conveyed a markedly more
optimistic forecast of the effectiveness of US and Vietnamese efforts, so described by McCone
himself when he later told President Kennedy that the NIE had “indicated we could win."(3)

That reworking of intelligence exacted a steep price. By so altering the tone of the NIE’s
judgments and producing an authoritative but misleading Estimate, McCone’s Office of
National Estimates, supposedly above the fray of policy dispute, confirmed the expectations of
progress that senior policymakers had long entertained but would soon have to abandon. As
the authors of The Pentagon Papers later concluded, “The intelligence and reporting problems
during this period cannot be explained away... . In retrospect [the estimators] were not only
wrong, but more importantly, they were influential. “(4)

The Effort To Begin Withdrawing US Military Personnel From Vietnam

At the Honolulu conference in July 1962 Defense Secretary McNamara once again asked
MACYV [Military Assistance Command, Vietnam] commander General Paul Harkins how long
it would take before the Viet Cong could be expected to be eliminated as a significant
force. In reply [the MACV commander] estimated about one year from the time Republic of
Vietnam Armed Forces (RVNAF) and other forces became fully operational and began to
press the VC in all areas.... The Secretary said that a conservative view had to be taken
and to assume it would take three years instead of one, that is, by the latter part of 1965.

The Pentagon Papers(5)

The hubris that marked much of President Kennedy’s entourage was never more evident than
in their approach to Vietnam during 1962 and early 1963. Apparently believing that they had
solved the difficult problem of whether and how to expand the American commitment there,
having finessed a negotiated settlement in Laos, and having become entranced with the cure-
all of “counterinsurgency,” many of the Kennedy team members at the outset of 1962 were
confident that their managerial know-how could produce victory in South Vietnam. Dean Rusk,
Robert McNamara, the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS), the Commander in Chief, Pacific (CINCPAC),
and McGeorge Bundy—all the king’s men—were so convinced there was sufficient “light at the
end of the tunnel” that in mid-1962 they began fashioning plans to start phasing out most of
the 10,000 or so US military advisory personnel then in Vietnam.

Such optimism was by no means new; it had characterized numerous pronouncements by
senior US officials since at least 1953.(6) The confidence of the Kennedy team prevailed
through the early months of 1963—even after South Vietnamese Army (ARVN) units, supported
by US helicopters, had failed to destroy a far smaller Viet Cong force in the ARVN'’s first pitched



battle, 3 January 1963, at Ap Bac.(7)

With one notable exception, the prevailing view at senior levels during these months was one of
optimism. For example, in May 1962, on one of his many visits to Vietnam, Secretary of Defense
McNamara assured newsman Neil Sheehan that “Every quantitative measure we have shows
we’re winning this war.”(8) Two months later, drawing on a study provided him by MACYV,
McNamara told high-level officials at a Honolulu conference that “conservatively speaking,” the
Viet Cong would be eliminated as a significant force “by the latter part of 1965.7(9) In his 1963
State of the Union speech, four weeks after Ap Bac, President Kennedy assured the nation that
“the spearpoint of aggression has been blunted in South Vietnam.”(10) Two weeks later,
CINCPAC Adm. Harry Felt predicted that South Vietnam would win the war within three years.
(11) In April, Secretary of State Rusk told a New York audience that morale in the South
Viethamese countryside had begun to rise and that the Viet Cong looked “less and less like
winners.”(12) In May, according to participant William E. Colby (then Chief of the CIA Operations
Directorate’s Far East Division—C/FE), MACV chief Gen. Paul Harkins assured yet another
Honolulu conference that, militarily speaking, the Viet Cong would have its back broken within
another year.(13) And even as late as October 1963, amid riots in South Vietnam (and just one
month before President Diem’s overthrow and murder), JCS Chairman Gen. Maxwell Taylor told
President Kennedy that the Viet Cong insurgency in the northern and central areas of South
Vietnam could be “reduced to little more than sporadic incidents by the end of 1964.”(14)

A senior dissenter to such optimism in 1962 had been DCI John McCone. In June, upon
returning from his first trip to Vietnam, he gave Secretary McNamara a pessimistic estimate of
its future. According to Richard Helms, who was CIA’s Deputy Director for Plans (now
Operations) at the time and who was present at their meeting, the Director told McNamara that
“he was not optimistic about the success of the whole United States program... . He said he did
not think that [the various American efforts] would succeed over the long run, pointing out that
we were merely chipping away at the toe of the glacier from the North.”(18) Two days later
McCone warned Washington’s Special Group (Counterinsurgency) that Viet Cong forces were
developing new techniques, including larger units with heavier weapons, which might
overwhelm South Vietnamese strategic villages before ARVN troops could respond.(16) Given
his pessimism, one of the most intriguing events in John McCone’s tenure as DCI, discussed
below, occurred some eight months later when he insisted that the Intelligence Community’s
sober draft estimate of Vietnam’s future was too pessimistic.

Meanwhile, considerations other than optimism about the course of events in Vietnam
supported the Kennedy White House’s desire to begin phasing out US military personnel there.
Primary were the demands of crises elsewhere in the world and the administration’s reluctance
to commit US forces to a land war in Asia. Secretary McNamara summed up such concerns in
March 1962 when he told Congress that US strategy was to assist indigenous forces in Third
World crises rather than commit US forces to combat there. Avoiding direct participation in the
Vietham war, he said, would not only release US forces for use elsewhere, but would be the
most effective way to combat Communist subversion and covert aggression in Vietnam: “To
introduce white [sic] forces, US forces, in large numbers there today, while it might have an
initial favorable military impact would almost certainly lead to adverse political and in the long
run adverse military consequences.”(17)

Planning for the phasing out of US military personnel from Vietnam began in mid-1962 with a
Presidential request that Secretary McNamara reexamine the situation there and address
himself to its future. McNamara quickly convened a full-dress conference at CINCPAC
Headquarters in Honolulu on 23 July—the same day, incidentally, that the 14-nation



neutralization agreement on Laos was being formally signed at Geneva. Proceeding from
optimistic views of Vietnam voiced by McNamara and MACV chief General Harkins, the
Honolulu conference charged CINCPAC Adm. Harry Felt with overseeing development of plans
for the gradual scaling down of USMACV over the next three years, eliminating US units and
detachments as Vietnamese were trained to perform their functions. (When reintroduced under
President Nixon, such a policy was specifically stressed as “Vietnamization.”) Admiral Felt gave
General Harkins the assignment to draw up such a plan, based on the assumption that “The
insurrection will be under control at the end of three years (end of CY 65).”(18) The authors of
The Pentagon Papers later termed this withdrawal planning “absurd” and “almost
Micawberesque.”(19)

In May 1963, following almost a year of phaseout planning, McNamara called another
conference at CINCPAC Headquarters. Upon returning from that meeting he instructed the
Defense Department’s International Security Affairs bureau (DoD/ISA), together with the Joint
Staff, to finish plans for replacing US forces “as rapidly as possible,” withdrawing the first
element of “1,000 troops by the end of 1963.” It should be noted that the date of that
McNamara directive was 8 May 1963, the very day that antigovernment riots in Hue signaled the
start of the slide of events which culminated so tragically in November.

The planning for the phased withdrawal of US military personnel limped on into the autumn of
1963, even though Communist attacks and civil instability in South Vietnam had reached crisis
proportions by that time, and coup plotters against President Diem had received quiet
indications of US approval. Some 1,000 US military personnel would actually be pulled out in
December 1963, the last bloom of the Kennedy administration’s desire to cut back the US troop
commitment in Vietnam.

Distortions of Intelligence

From my earliest associations with Vietnam (1951) | have been concerned about US
handling of information from that area... . This included deliberate and reflexive
manipulation of information, restrictions on collection and censorship of reporting. The net
result was that decisionmakers were denied the opportunity to get a complete form of
information, determine its validity for themselves, and make decisions ...

Lt. Col. Henry A. Shockley, Former Chief, Collection and Liaison, Defense Attache Office,
Saigon, 1975(20)

Army Chief of Staff General Wheeler was also asked to comment on the estimate’s
judgment: “There is a serious lack of firm and aggressive leadership at all levels of
[ARVN] command.” ... This judgment was overstated, he felt, and must be heavily
qualified. The US advisory team was very sensitive on this topic.

O/NE Memorandum for the Record, “Meeting with Gen. Earle G. Wheeler [on NIE 53-63



draft],”27 March 1963(21)

It is abundantly clear that statistics received over the past year or more from the
GVN officials and reported by the US mission on which we gauged the trend of the
war were grossly in error.

DCI John McCone, 21 December 1963(22)

In the Field

From the outset of America’s post-World War Il engagement in Indochina, consistently
overoptimistic reporting from the field denied Washington’s decisionmakers an accurate picture
of developments there. As this study and its annex spell out, there were countless examples of
such reporting over the years, especially so on the part of US military commands and the US
Mission. Reporting by CIA’'s Saigon Station was in the main somewhat more objective because
successive Chiefs of Station imposed stricter requirements on sourcing and accuracy.

Distortions took many forms and were variously motivated. The almost always rosier judgments
dictated by senior military and civilian mission officers doubtless resulted simply from their own
more optimistic perceptions of “the big picture.” But the record is replete with instances where
supervisors and field commanders, the men charged with demonstrating operational progress
in the programs assigned to them, overrode their subordinates’ negative facts and judgments.
In many cases supervisors did not send information and intelligence reports directly to
Washington intelligence agencies from their J-2 or embassy political offices, but filtered them
through J-3 (military operations) or the Ambassador’s front office. Dissenting junior officers
were urged to “get on the team,” and on occasion were frozen out or moved out by their
superiors.

Reporting from outside the chain of command was dealt with in other ways. Special targets for
official pressure were outspoken members of the press in Saigon, especially Homer Bigart, Neil
Sheehan, Malcolm Browne, David Halberstam, and Peter Arnett. For example, according to
Arnett, some six weeks after Ap Bac, Ambassador Nolting publicly rebuked the Saigon press
corps in these terms: “[they should put an end] to idle criticism, from snide remarks and
unnecessary comments and from spreading allegations and rumors which either originate from
Communist sources or play directly into Communist hands.”(23) These newsmen’s appraisals
proved in the end to have been more accurate than those of successive Ambassadors and
MACYV chiefs, largely because they were receptive to the first-hand observations and views of
lower-level US military and mission officers frustrated by the proclivity of their supervisors to
quash or water down their reports and assessments.

Complaints against official managing of information became so marked that subcommittees of
the House of Representatives investigated this situation in the spring of 1963. The Report of the
House Committee on Government Operations highlighted an exemplary press guidance cable
that Carl Rowan, Deputy Assistant Secretary of State for Public Affairs, had sent out in early
1962. It instructed the field that newsmen there should be advised that “trifling or thoughtless



criticism of the Diem government” would make it difficult to maintain cooperation between the
United States and the GVN, and that newsmen “should not be transported on military activities
of the type that are likely to result in undesirable stories.”(24) Some years later, former National
Security Council (NSC) staff officer Chester L. Cooper characterized the situation in 1962-63 as
having been one where the administration was confronted with “two undeclared wars, one with
the Viet Cong, the other with the American press, while in Saigon [Diem’s controversial sister-
in-law] Madame Nhu was calling American newsmen there ‘worse than Communists.””(25)

The longstanding skepticism in ClA’'s Office of National Estimates about claimed progress in
Vietham was heavily influenced by its officers’ awareness of slanted official reporting. For
example, commenting in February 1963 on an earlier (1961) NIE on Vietnam, O/NE held that
much of the reporting from the field seemed designed to convey the most encouraging picture
possible: “Progress is highlighted and difficulties are often depreciated.” Information from
opponents or critics of the GVN “is frequently prefaced by comments denigrating its source.”
Summary introductions to lengthy studies from the field “reflect an optimism not supported by
the details in the accompanying text.” A clearer view of what is happening in South Vietnam
could be derived, said O/NE, “if the field would let the facts in intelligence reports speak for
themselves—whether or not they speak in consonance with present US policies and
objectives.”(26) O/NE officers were not alone. In May 1963, for example, several working-level
Pentagon intelligence officers told them that they, too, were disturbed over the field’s reporting.
Secretary McNamara had recently ordered that MACV henceforth was to send in only finished
intelligence reports to Washington; therefore, confided these Pentagon officers, MACV’s
appreciations and estimates “are becoming unassailable, since no one in Washington has
access to the raw facts on which they are based.”(27)

There were many reasons why senior US (and, earlier, French) officers did not share such
concerns on the part of their subordinates. A basic factor always at work was operational
enthusiasm, the natural tendency to get caught up in the progress of a given operation or
policy, once that course has been set. Another concern was regard for one’s position in the
chain of command, which inhibited courageous reporting and induced efforts to stay on “the
team.” Another propensity in the field was that of soft-pedaling evidence of South Vietnamese
lack of progress, for fear Washington superiors would feel that field commanders were not
doing their training jobs successfully. Also, much of the reporting passed upward originated
with South Vietnamese officials, many of whom fabricated intelligence or put the best face on
matters. Then, too, pride also contributed to clouded reporting: the certainty felt by many US
officials that American know-how must and would carry the day.

Yet another prime source of unfounded expectations was a generally widespread American
ignorance about Vietnam and the Vietnamese. Many decisionmakers did not have a good
appreciation of what had gone before in Indochina, and of why the various Vietnamese players
behaved as they did.(28) As characterized by a later study commissioned by the US Army’s
Historical Office, there was a “massive and all-encompassing” ignorance of Vietnamese history
and society.(29) For the most part, US policymakers greatly underestimated the enemy’s skill,
staying power, resourcefulness, and pervasive political and intelligence assets throughout the
South. Not least, because of crisis situations elsewhere in the world in 1962, especially Cuba,
Berlin, and Laos, US decisionmakers were not focusing their attentions on Vietnam to the
degree they were soon to do. Nor, except for conducting clandestine operations in Vietnam,
were DCI McCone and the Agency.

Driving the many pressures on senior military and administration figures to paint Vietnam
developments in positive terms was the knowledge that their presidents were personally



committed to American success in Southeast Asia, were convinced that other “dominoes”
would fall there if South Vietnam did, and feared the political consequences of “losing” Vietnam
to the Communists. Hence, senior officers of the Kennedy and Johnson administrations
brushed aside and at times demeaned those few prominent officials—Mike Mansfield, Chester
Bowles, George Ball, J. William Fulbright, Wayne Morse, and John Kenneth Galbraith—who in
1962 and early 1963 openly doubted the wisdom of US actions in South Vietnam and
questioned the accuracy of ever-optimistic reporting.

There was yet another cause of the upbeat reporting from Vietnam in 1962: the fact that some
military progress was actually being registered at the time, the result of the ARVN’s receipt of
improved US weapons and training and, especially, of the effective commitment of large
numbers of US-piloted combat helicopters to direct-support roles. But the ARVN debacle at Ap
Bac in January 1963—where five US helicopters were destroyed and nine were damaged—
punctured the illusions of ARVN improvement held by some officers, even though many of their
superiors continued to cling to their visions of steady progress and to report them as if they
were real.

These misinterpretations of reality are important to this study because they proved
instrumental in helping produce a definitive but inaccurate National Intelligence Estimate in
April 1963. This might not have mattered so much if, as on so many occasions, officers high in
the chains of command had paid scant attention to the NIE; the distorting problem this time
would be that top policymakers did embrace NIE 53-63’s flawed judgments because they so
validated their own certainties.

In Washington

DCI John McCone’s sudden, surprising overturning of the estimative process on Vietnam
occurred when the finished draft of NIE 53-63, “Prospects in Vietnam,” came before the United
States Intelligence Board (USIB, now NFIB—the National Foreign Intelligence Board) for
deliberation. The representatives of the various agencies who approved the draft had differed
for the most part over mere shadings; the Department of State stood alone in the view that the
estimate was overly pessimistic. At the USIB meeting on 27 February 1963, before a room
packed with Intelligence Community principals and staffers, DClI McCone upbraided O/NE
Director Sherman Kent and his officers for having prepared an NIE whose judgments differed
so widely from those of “the people who know Vietnam best.” McCone named a number of
such officials (almost all of them senior policy advisers), and directed O/NE to see that their
views were considered in a new, revised NIE.(30)

O/NE had long held fairly pessimistic views of prospects in Vietham. As far back as March 1952,
for example, two years before the climactic French defeat at Dien Bien Phu, O/NE had
produced an NIE which held that the probable outlook in Indochina for the coming year was
one of “gradual deterioration of the Franco-Vietnamese military position,” and that, unless
present trends were reversed, the long-term prospect included possible French withdrawal
from Indochina.(31) Over the years, O/NE’s officers voiced doubts about the domino thesis,
emphasized the lack of indigenous strength and cohesion in South Vietnam, and questioned
whether US or other external military assistance could produce a viable society there. And in
June 1962, in its most recent views on Vietnam prior to NIE 53-63, the Board of National
Estimates had disagreed with Director McCone as to the basic source of South Vietnam’s



troubles. To the DCI, that source was China: writing Secretary McNamara on 18 June, he told
him that US efforts in Vietnam were “merely chipping away at the toe of the glacier from the
North.” To Sherman Kent, writing McCone that same day, it was “incorrect to describe US policy
in South Vietnam as merely nibbling at the edges of the real threat. The real threat, and the
heart of the battle, is in the villages and jungles of Vietnam and Laos.” Said Kent:

That battle can be won only by the will, energy, and political acumen of the resisting
governments themselves. US power can supplement and enlarge their power but it cannot
be substituted. Even if the US could defeat the Communists militarily by a massive
injection of its own forces, the odds are that what it would win would be, not a political
victory which created a stable and independent government, but an uneasy and costly
colony.(32)

These differences of view went to the heart of the matter and of the US dilemma over Vietnam,
differences which continued for some years to divide decisionmakers from many of
Washington’s intelligence officers. As of 1963, McCone shared the view of Secretary Rusk and
many top policymakers that the Communist threat in Indochina was an integral part of the
expansionist aims of the USSR and Communist China, whereas O/NE—and many of the
Intelligence Community’s working-level officers—argued that the chief villain was Hanoi, not
Moscow or Beijing, and that the struggle for Vietnam was essentially a military and political civil
war.

The NIE 53-63 story began in September 1962 when the O/NE Staff, convinced that behind the
signs of some outward improvement lay profound adverse trends, persuaded a reluctant Board
of National Estimates to undertake a new NIE on Vietnam.(83) Even though the Board of
National Estimates somewhat softened the pessimism of the Staff’s initial drafts, the
coordinated text that went to USIB in late February 1963 voiced definite alarm about the
situation in Vietnam. Following McCone’s rejection of that text, and responsive to his remanding
directive, O/NE officers proceeded to seek the views of the officials McCone had termed the
“people who know Vietnam best.” These included the Army’s Chief of Staff, Gen. Earle Wheeler;
CINCPAC Adm. Harry Felt; MACV’s Gen. Paul Harkins; the American Ambassador in Saigon,
Frederick Nolting; Defense’s Special Assistant for Counterinsurgency and Special Activities,
Maj. Gen. Victor Krulak (US Marine Corps); State’s Director of Intelligence and Research (INR),
Roger Hilsman; and NSC staffer Michael Forrestal.(34)

These “people who knew Vietnam best” were universally critical of the draft NIE. In their view, it
was simply wrong in judging that the Viet Cong had not yet been badly hurt. It dwelt too much
on South Vietnam’s military and political shortcomings and did not sufficiently stress examples
of progress. It emphasized frictions between South Vietnamese and American advisers rather
than acknowledging that marked improvements were being made. Nor did the draft NIE
recognize the progress being reported in the GVN'’s keystone defensive effort, the strategic
hamlet program. All in all, the NIE’s assessments were much too bleak.

According to O/NE files, MACV’s General Harkins wanted the draft to acknowledge that the
GVN was making “steady and notable progress.” It was gaining more support from the
population at large. The strategic hamlet program was going well. In his view, barring an
increase in support to the enemy from outside, the coming year would “see a reduction in the
VC’s capabilities and a further separation of the people from the VC.” Now, two months after
the ARVN'’s defeat at Ap Bac, Harkins assured O/NE that an aggressive South Vietnamese
attitude was “becoming more apparent,” and that ARVN offensive operations had “shown a



marked increase in scope, tempo, and intensity; armed VC attacks are diminishing.”(35)

O/NE files record that General Krulak told the Board of National Estimates that, although the
number of Viet Cong-initiated incidents had increased over the past few weeks, they remained
“well below 1962 levels,” and that South Viethamese military capabilities had “increased
markedly,” whereas those of the Viet Cong had “probably not increased correspondingly.”(36)

General Wheeler gave O/NE an assessment a senior Joint Chiefs’ team had made, shortly after
Ap Bac. In part it read, “The team wishes particularly to emphasize that, in sum, the
preparations of 1962 have led to the development of the human and material infrastructure
necessary for the successful prosecution of the war,” and that barring Viet Cong escalation,
“the principal ingredients for eventual success have been assembled in South Vietham.”(37)

The DClI's special detailee to Saigon, Chester Cooper, felt that the Estimate took too pessimistic
a view of the strategic hamlet program, which he held was making “very good” progress. With
US help at approximately existing levels and barring a deterioration along the frontiers of South
Vietnam, Cooper believed that “the GVN can probably defeat the Viet Cong militarily”; except in
certain portions of the Delta, this would “probably take place within about three years.”(38)
Cooper later revised his views markedly. After transferring to the NSC Staff and witnessing
further deterioration in Vietnam, he became a doubter, later acknowledging that as of 1962-
early 1963 “the fact was that the war was not going well, the Vietnamese Army was not taking
kindly to American advice, and Diem was not following through on his promises to liberalize his
regime or increase its effectiveness.”(39)

What most bothered these critics of the NIE, however, was its criticisms of the ARVN,
particularly its detailing of ARVN depredations among the rural population and their
undermining effects on South Vietnam’s war effort. O/NE files record General Wheeler as
saying that he “had received no such reports; neither had General Harkins.” Further, as noted
above, Wheeler said the NIE’s assertion that there was “a serious lack of firm and aggressive
leadership at all levels of ARVN command” was “overstated” and “must be heavily qualified. The
US advisory team was very sensitive on this topic.”(40) For his part, General Krulak explained
that in East Asia it was to be expected that “the soldier will kick the peasant as he goes by.”
Krulak had no doubt such offenses were being committed, “but South Vietnam was not 14th
and F Streets”; also, he argued, brutality accepted by Asians “would naturally make an
impression on inexperienced and youthful American officers.”(41) The cruelest cut of all,
however, was levelled at the draft NIE by CINCPAC Admiral Felt: “Charges of [ARVN] rape,
pillage and outright brutality are made by Radio Hanoi. We should not parlay them.”(42) Two
months previously, Felt had publicly stated (four weeks after Ap Bac) that South Vietnam would
defeat the Viet Cong “within three years.”(43)

The O/NE Staff stuck to its guns despite these attacks on the NIE by senior officers. Of
especial note is a defense of the draft that O/NE staffer George Carver gave Sherman Kent on
7 March 1963. According to Carver, the Staff’s position on the question of ARVN depredations
was supported by the private observations of recent visitors to Vietnam who had talked with
US officers in the field. And in Washington, the working-level military intelligence
representatives, those officers who had coordinated on the draft estimate, “advise that our
judgments [are shared] ... by practically every field-grade returnee they have had occasion to
interview though, of course, the observations of such officers on this topic are seldom reflected
in official correspondence from MACV."(44)

In the end, however, the views of O/NE’s staff members did not prevail. Over their objections
the Board of National Estimates bowed to the pressure of the DCI and the draft’s policymaking



critics. On 17 April the Board produced a revised, final version of the Estimate whose first
sentence flagged the change in tone which McCone’s remanding had accomplished: “We
believe that Communist progress has been blunted and that the situation is improving.”

Some months later, the situation in South Vietnam having gone from bad to worse, McCone
admitted he had been wrong; he apologized to Kent for having had senior program officers
impose on a draft NIE optimistic judgments about their own operational progress, and he
promised he would not do it again.(48) But why had McCone insisted that a more optimistic
Estimate be produced in early 1963, when just seven months earlier he had given President
Kennedy some decidedly pessimistic personal judgments concerning South Vietnam’s
prospects? Several factors no doubt contributed to his turnabout.

First and foremost was the fact that in the interim, between McCone’s mid-1962 trip to Vietnam
and his sharp criticism of the draft NIE at USIB the following February, O/NE had produced a
flawed estimate of historic consequence. Examining the evidence then available concerning the
possible emplacement of Soviet offensive missiles in Cuba and finding it lacking, the Board had
judged that Soviet practice argued against Moscow’s taking such a step.(46) Almost certainly,
McCone’s later torpedoing of the draft NIE on Vietnam was directly related to the heavy fire he
was taking at the time from the White House, and particularly from the President’s Foreign
Intelligence Advisory Board (PFIAB), for having released so mistaken an NIE the preceding
September on a subject so crucial for US security interests. McCone had almost certainly lost
some confidence in his Board of National Estimates, and now, in the spring of 1963, it was
asking him to issue a definitive NIE on Vietnam that differed sharply from the views of the
leading Presidential advisers and their staffs. Going against so many senior decisionmakers
without taking a second look would certainly not endear him to the White House or impress a
skeptical PFIAB.(47)

Also, McCone was an intimate of many of the senior critics, Gen. Victor Krulak in particular. At
the time Krulak was the Pentagon’s chief counterinsurgency officer and an outstanding officer
who many observers believed would shortly become USMC Commandant; he was close to
President Kennedy and, not least, a fast friend of John McCone. The DCI and Krulak often
golfed together, and McCone also was deeply engaged at the time in the activities of the
Special Group (Counterinsurgency), the White House’s senior planning body for covert activities,
in which