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THE. WHtTl- HOUSE 

WA:.;.HINGTON 

}\t.f.~ 
MEMORANDU.M FOR THE PREStbEN'f .. 

SUBJECT: Chronology 'of the Gulf of Tonkin 

September -· . ~ n .. : .. '. . u., :{ . ·' 
.! ". µ, .. 

4, 1964 

1 a-ttach the chronology of the Gulf of Tonkin affair which you asked for 
from McNamara. I had sent it back for correction on a couple of small 
points, and 1 have read it myself to see if 1 could save you arty time, 
but rny conclusion is that you will probably want to rea.d it all the way 
through you;rself when you have time. 

There is still no evidence whatever that the timing of your announcement 
adversely affe'cted the success· of the operation in any way. All the 
evidence, indeed, runs t~ other way. The .appendix to this report shows 
th!lt Nort~ Vietnamese di~ have the aircraft in their screens before you 
spoke: The post-strike estimates show that there was no significant 
alert in the ports· struck by the first attack from TICONDEROGA. The 
·planes we lost were lost in the second st:i;-ike several hours later, long 
after a complete alert had been given by the first attack. Moreover, it 

• 

.is clear that you yourself never gave any assurance of the kind Halleck 
claimed.. Finally, the record 9f ·public discussion suggests that Goldwater's 
charges and ·Halleck's. have been rejected· by sober corrimentators and by 
the American people. Nevertheless this record does ma~e it clear that 
we narrowly escaped a dangerously early announcement of the attacks. 
The reasons for this are four: 

( 1) Admir·al Sharp and other military officers repeatedly aJsur.ed 
McNamara that it would be a simple matter to mount an air strike in the 
early morning in the Gulf of Tonkin. This assurance led to initial planning 
built around a 7 p. m. announcement here, and when these estimates proved 
gravely optimistic, McNamara hirriself became increasingly impati'ent 
and eager to get the matter announced. 

(Z) ·'Communications in this around-the-world operation were 
slower than McNamara and Sharp expected them to be. Thus. there were . . 

repeated delays in getting the final orders to execute from Washington to 
the carriers. There was also confusion about time zones which cost us 
an hour of planned time. 

(3) This same time lag, in reverse, made us· slow to understand 
the difference between the real operation and the one which Sharp and 
McNamara ha4 in their mind's eye. Neither of the!ll knew until late in the 
evening, our'tim·e, that there would be a time interval of 2-.l/Z hov.i-a 
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·between the fir st launch anctthe a'ctu~f strike in the case of TICOND~ROGA. 
They assumed 40 minutes to one hour. 

(4) Finally, we were a little c_asual in Washington about acting 
on this accurate information of TICONDEROGA's strike plan when it 
did arrive. It was known to McNamara in the Pentagon and to officers 
in the Situation Room her~~ie!ore you went on the air, but no one told 
me -- or you -- as far as I know •. ·Indeed, Bob McNamara does not 
seem to have got this fact clearly in his own mind, because in his own 
press conference just after midnight he wrongly said that the carriers 
"have already conducted air strik.es against the North Vietnamese· bases. II 

The net of this is that v.e were saved from real trouble by your own stern 
and repeated insistence on positive assurance that the planes were in the 
air well before you spoke, and by the other facts cited earlier. 

Bob McNc:t.mara is the ablest rnan in the government, but when he makes 
a basic decision q.nd gets up a head of steam, he does not always keep 
the. sharpest eye out for new evidence.. Others of us could have been 
more alert than we were to help guard ·against this one weakness of an 
extraordinary man. 

~ c./. ll, 

McG. B. 
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.July 30 .. 

17l0 Two DRV vessels TlCZ afld Tl46 report enemy attx-k on Hon f4e. 

July 31 ... 

Tb!e o! 11ttacl; 5et. at l6S6. E.ffurts. to catch the foe at 1830 
fail ~ they return U> pert 1900. 

1354 1142 aJ1d Tl4e ut port in Ho:r. q;~ ready for actiefu 

14lS­
l4U 

1627 

1f:S2 

0431 

0807/1 

0?,\1 ~- at: bell Thuy (southern base) re;-0rt~ sig:htiJst. of 
... cncsy" vessel - r--Wdox - 20 ~ frow t. y Hoa. This u tho 
first PRV reflection of L•·Scto -patrol for July•Augu:it. 

'fl4t .ai'lci Tl42 1JOte }i-\UiUox courSQ. 

Intense c4."lt'craze ef M;tddox reported: actual c.cvere,ge close 
since 1000 all(! contir.ucus.. l~V !1'1 lfa.iS0!1 ~rotcst to IO.: 
~er the attru:l. uf -luly 3U. 

US planes ~tC1'-att&d:, sinking T33~. aul ~fit'€ Tllt. serio~ly., 
rm less $CTi~ly. 
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0900 

1430 

August 3 -

I 

- 2 -

Tl-42 and Tl46 returned to lion Mo. 

DRY TI3Yal element kept cJose track of ~ddox Yntll this time. 

07%0 Two US ~n noted, 25 miles fJVJI Hon MD vith air COYer. 

oass- Tl4.Z r.tes1&ges tnr.cki1li, DeSoto. 
0859 

lOU 

l.4~e in 
06!y: 

August 4 -

Hon He reported ttacting t\c'O "enesrry" vessels at 0620. 

Tl42 ordered to shadow destroyer clo.!iel y. 

Possible ilRV air 5'..:rYeillanc:e of DeSoto. 

~rth fleet active: a.n so-1, Tnl; "i"l42. Tl46; T.333 {hit), 
Tl36{hit), 3 unidenfified. T231 allU one unknow-n l::olit: headed a143y 
f'I'l119 the c0a1hat fil"ea. 

South Fleet ec:tive: Tl64; T379; 1 unidentified. 

0112 OOV report: ttackitll.1 vc~scls at 19-18 N. 106f. to 19-16.~ 106-0ZC 
around OlOOZ. 

t'J600 

1140 

OP.V tracld.r..t the dcstro;t"er£ 

Tl42. 7146 alerted to p~Tc £or h1-ttl~; 1'333 also, if PQSSihle. 

1240 ~ddox. say~ attack iainent. 

13.lb OoSo~o Pa~rgJ,teported sitthtifl:i: 2 surfacf< craft. and ;; ai.reraft .. 
four aircraft launched fTQ.a Tieonderoea followed bf 4 aiTCraft {ifteen 
minutes later. 

1408 Ticonderoga rep>tted. that zircn!t si,;;ht~ diuppear~ froa r~r 
screen.. Surf.ace cr.i!t mlllts.iniJV~ Z7 r:ile distance... Aircraft 
patrol over DeSoto Patrol. 

1434 TicDndet'oga Teported two O'l"i;tinal boats opened to 4U JU.les. Three 
'J\CW boats eonttu:t.cd nt 13 lli.les. Eva.luatt!:d as hostile. 

1440 DeSoto f'attol (lliS ~and u-SS Turner Joy) reported int~1:int 
COSJUnicatio11 t."1.:?t (D~V) PT boat attack ita£!1r.ent. Patrol f0Sltlo11 
19.7 H 107.0 E (75 miles o!f coast.) haadinz 50Utheast. 
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