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 Vol. 1: Hoaxes

 The Gulf of Tonkin

 The Phantom Attack That Started a War

 
 Based on real events

 
 HistorIQly

 



"I had the best seat in the house to watch that event, and our destroyers were just shooting at phantom targets — there were no PT boats there. There was nothing there but black water and American firepower."

 — Commander James Stockdale, U.S. Navy pilot, August 4, 1964



Chapter One
 The DESOTO Patrol

 The USS Maddox slid out of the harbour at Keelung, Taiwan, on the morning of July 28, 1964, and turned her bow south toward the Gulf of Tonkin. She was an Allen M. Sumner-class destroyer, 376 feet long from stem to stern, with a draft of fourteen feet and a top speed of thirty-four knots. She carried three twin five-inch gun mounts, torpedo tubes, depth charges, and enough firepower to reduce a small coastal town to rubble. She also carried, in that last week of July, a secret.


The Maddox was heading into the Gulf of Tonkin on a DESOTO patrol — a classified intelligence-gathering mission designed to intercept and record North Vietnamese communications along the coast. The ship would cruise close to shore, its electronic surveillance equipment hoovering up radio signals, radar emissions, and coded messages from North Vietnamese military installations. The information would be relayed to the National Security Agency, where analysts would piece together the enemy's order of battle — troop locations, naval deployments, command structures, the invisible architecture of a nation at war.


The ship's commanding officer was Commander Herbert L. Ogier Jr., a Baltimore native and Annapolis graduate who had served in the Pacific during the Second World War. Ogier was a competent, steady officer, the kind of man who ran a tight ship without drama. But on this patrol, Ogier was not the senior officer aboard. That distinction belonged to Captain John J. Herrick, Commander of Destroyer Division 192, who had embarked on the Maddox as the overall task group commander. Herrick was also an Annapolis man, a year senior to Ogier, and another World War II veteran. He had the careful, deliberate manner of an officer who understood that the decisions made on a bridge at sea could echo in Washington for years.


The Maddox had a wartime complement of twenty-two officers and three hundred enlisted men, but by 1964 the crew had been reduced to fourteen officers and two hundred and sixty sailors — a peacetime skeleton that nonetheless kept every gun mount manned and every radar screen watched. The men knew they were heading into waters that were, if not exactly hostile, then certainly not friendly. North Vietnam was a communist state, backed by China and the Soviet Union, and it was fighting a war — through proxies and guerrillas — to absorb South Vietnam into a unified communist country. The United States had been propping up South Vietnam with military advisors, economic aid, and covert operations for years, but it had not yet committed to a full-scale shooting war. That was about to change.


What the crew of the Maddox did not know — what almost nobody outside the highest levels of the Pentagon and the CIA knew — was that the Gulf of Tonkin was not simply a body of water to be patrolled. It was a theatre of covert war. For months, South Vietnamese commandos had been launching raids against the North Vietnamese coast under a programme called Operation Plan 34-Alpha, and the timing of those raids and the Maddox's patrol were about to collide in a way that would alter the course of history.


The Gulf of Tonkin itself is a shallow, warm body of water roughly 300 miles long and 150 miles wide, enclosed on the west by Vietnam and on the north and east by China's Hainan Island. Its waters are green and opaque, muddied by the sediment of a dozen rivers draining the jungles and rice paddies of Southeast Asia. In the summer of 1964, the monsoon season was in full swing, and the gulf was subject to sudden squalls, heavy swells, and the kind of murky, overcast conditions that played havoc with radar and sonar equipment. It was not a comfortable place to operate a warship, and it was an even worse place to try to determine, in the middle of the night, whether you were under attack.


The Maddox entered the gulf on July 31, cruising north along the coast of North Vietnam at a distance of roughly eight nautical miles from shore — well within international waters by the American interpretation, though North Vietnam claimed a twelve-mile territorial limit. The ship's electronic intercept operators, hunched over their consoles in a compartment below decks, began recording North Vietnamese radio traffic almost immediately. They could hear coastal radar stations tracking the Maddox. They could hear patrol boat commanders reporting the destroyer's position to their superiors. The North Vietnamese knew the Maddox was there, and the Maddox knew they knew.


Captain Herrick studied the intercepts and felt a chill of unease. The North Vietnamese were watching the Maddox with an intensity that went beyond routine surveillance. Their communications carried a tone of urgency, even alarm. Something had stirred them up, and Herrick had a good idea what it was.


The night before the Maddox entered the gulf, on July 30, South Vietnamese commandos aboard fast patrol boats had attacked two North Vietnamese islands — Hon Me and Hon Ngu — in Operation 34-Alpha raids. The commandos had shelled radar installations and military targets on both islands with mortars and recoilless rifles, inflicting damage and casualties before withdrawing south. The raids were part of a covert campaign of escalating pressure against North Vietnam, planned and directed by the Pentagon's Studies and Observations Group and carried out by South Vietnamese special forces using unmarked Norwegian-built patrol boats.


The Maddox had not participated in those raids. The ship had been miles away, conducting its own separate intelligence mission. But the North Vietnamese did not know that — or did not believe it. From Hanoi's perspective, the appearance of an American destroyer in the same waters where their islands had just been attacked looked like a coordinated operation: the commandos soften the target, and the warship moves in to finish the job. It was a reasonable conclusion, even if it happened to be wrong.


Herrick could see the danger. The intercepts told him that the North Vietnamese were tracking the Maddox and discussing how to respond. He sent a message to his superiors warning that the North Vietnamese might interpret the DESOTO patrol as connected to the 34-Alpha raids. He recommended that the patrol be suspended, or at least that the ship be moved further offshore, out of the twelve-mile limit that Hanoi considered its territorial waters.


The recommendation was noted in Washington. It was not acted upon. The Maddox was ordered to continue its patrol.


On the morning of August 1, the Maddox resumed its northward track, passing within four miles of Hon Me island — the very island that had been shelled by South Vietnamese commandos two nights earlier. The electronic intercept operators picked up a surge of North Vietnamese communications. Patrol boats were being ordered to sea. Torpedo boat commanders were receiving instructions. The language of the intercepts was unmistakable: the North Vietnamese were preparing to attack.


Herrick ordered the Maddox to reverse course and head south, away from the coast. He increased speed. He set the ship to general quarters — battle stations. The gun crews manned their mounts. The fire-control radar locked onto the horizon. And Captain John Herrick, standing on the bridge of the Maddox in the humid morning air of the Gulf of Tonkin, waited for whatever was coming.


He did not have to wait long.

 [image: DESOTO patrol mission map off Vietnam, 1964]The DESOTO patrol route in the Gulf of Tonkin. The USS Maddox cruised close to the North Vietnamese coast, intercepting communications from military installations while South Vietnamese commandos carried out separate raids nearby.
 

Chapter Two
 The Shadow War

 To understand what happened in the Gulf of Tonkin in August 1964, you first have to understand what had been happening in the shadows for years. The Maddox did not sail into an isolated incident. It sailed into the middle of a covert war — a war that had been escalating, month by month, operation by operation, in the murky space between diplomacy and combat where plausible deniability was the highest strategic virtue.


The covert campaign against North Vietnam had begun under President John F. Kennedy in 1961, when the Central Intelligence Agency started inserting small teams of South Vietnamese agents into the North. These teams were supposed to gather intelligence, recruit spies, and carry out sabotage operations — blowing up bridges, cutting power lines, disrupting the flow of men and supplies moving south along the Ho Chi Minh Trail. The programme was called, with the bland opacity that intelligence agencies specialise in, simply "covert operations against North Vietnam."


It was a catastrophe from the beginning. The teams were poorly trained, poorly equipped, and dropped into a country where the communist government maintained a surveillance apparatus of extraordinary thoroughness. Nearly every team was captured or killed within days of insertion. The North Vietnamese intelligence service, which had spent years fighting the French, was far more sophisticated than the CIA had assumed, and it turned several of the captured agents into double agents, feeding false information back to Saigon and Washington while the real agents rotted in prison camps. By 1963, the CIA had effectively abandoned the programme as hopeless.


But the idea of putting pressure on North Vietnam from the north — of carrying the war to the enemy rather than simply defending the south — was too attractive to abandon entirely. In January 1964, the programme was transferred from the CIA to the Department of Defense and given a new name: Operational Plan 34-Alpha. The Pentagon's Military Assistance Command, Vietnam, created a cover organisation called the Studies and Observations Group — SOG — to run it. SOG was one of the most secretive organisations in the American military, answering directly to the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and its very existence was classified.


Under SOG's direction, the nature of the operations shifted. Instead of sending doomed agent teams into the North, the programme focused on maritime operations — hit-and-run attacks against the North Vietnamese coast using fast patrol boats. The boats were Norwegian-built Nasty-class torpedo boats, purchased through a front company and operated by South Vietnamese naval commandos who had been trained by American Navy SEALs and CIA paramilitary officers. The boats carried no markings that could link them to the United States. The commandos wore no uniforms. If captured, they would be disavowed.


The raids were, in the language of the Pentagon, "graduated pressure operations." They were designed not to defeat North Vietnam militarily — a dozen patrol boats could not win a war — but to signal to Hanoi that its support for the Viet Cong insurgency in the South would carry a price. The theory, embraced with almost religious conviction by Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara and his circle of civilian strategists, was that North Vietnam was a rational actor that would respond to carefully calibrated escalation by reducing its aggression. Apply the right amount of pressure, and Hanoi would back down.


The theory was wrong. But in the summer of 1964, it was still the operating assumption of American policy, and it drove everything that happened in the Gulf of Tonkin.


The 34-Alpha raids began in earnest in February 1964. South Vietnamese commandos struck targets along the North Vietnamese coast — radar stations, military barracks, bridges, fuel depots. The raids were usually carried out at night, with the fast boats dashing in under cover of darkness, unleashing a barrage of mortar and recoilless rifle fire, and then racing south before the North Vietnamese navy could respond. Sometimes the raids went well. More often, they went badly. The commandos were frequently detected before they could reach their targets, and the North Vietnamese coastal defences — radar-guided guns, patrol boats, and mines — were better than anyone in Washington had expected.


Lieutenant General William C. Westmoreland, commander of U.S. Military Assistance Command in Vietnam, grew frustrated with the ineffectiveness of the commando raids. In July 1964, he pushed for a shift in tactics — from land-based commando operations to shore bombardments from the sea. The fast boats would stay offshore, just beyond the range of coastal guns, and shell military targets with their deck weapons. It was less ambitious but more survivable, and it would keep the pressure on Hanoi without losing so many commandos.


The raids of July 30 and 31, 1964, were conducted under this new doctrine. Two groups of South Vietnamese patrol boats attacked the islands of Hon Me and Hon Ngu, shelling radar installations and military targets. The raids were modest in scale — a few hours of gunfire, minimal damage — but they had a consequence that no one in Saigon or Washington had fully anticipated. They enraged the North Vietnamese navy, and they put every patrol boat commander on the North Vietnamese coast on high alert.


And then, the very next day, the USS Maddox sailed into the Gulf of Tonkin on its DESOTO patrol.


The DESOTO patrols were, in theory, completely separate from the 34-Alpha raids. They were Navy intelligence-gathering missions, authorised by the Pacific Fleet and conducted under standing orders that predated the covert programme. The DESOTO ships were American warships, operating openly under the American flag, in international waters. They were not supposed to be anywhere near the 34-Alpha operations. The two programmes were run by different chains of command, with different objectives, on different schedules.


But in practice, the separation was a fiction. Both programmes operated in the same narrow body of water. Both targeted the same stretch of North Vietnamese coast. The 34-Alpha boats and the DESOTO destroyers sometimes passed within visual range of each other. And the intelligence gathered by the DESOTO patrols — North Vietnamese radar frequencies, patrol boat schedules, command-and-control networks — was exactly the kind of information that the 34-Alpha planners needed to plan their next raid.


Whether the North Vietnamese drew the obvious conclusion — that the American destroyer and the South Vietnamese raid boats were working together — was not a matter of debate. They did. The intercepts picked up by the Maddox's own electronic surveillance equipment made that clear. In the hours after the Hon Me and Hon Ngu raids, North Vietnamese military communications crackled with references to the American ship and the commando boats in the same breath. They saw a pattern. They saw a threat. And they decided to respond.


In Washington, the men who had designed both programmes — McNamara, the Joint Chiefs, the national security staff — understood the risk of collision. They had been warned. The Navy had flagged the overlap between the DESOTO schedule and the 34-Alpha calendar. Captain Herrick, aboard the Maddox, had sent messages up the chain of command expressing concern about the proximity of the two operations. But the warnings were either ignored or discounted. The prevailing view in Washington was that the North Vietnamese would not dare attack an American warship, regardless of what was happening with the commando raids. The United States was the most powerful military force on earth. Hanoi would not be so foolish.


It was a miscalculation born of arrogance, and it was about to be tested.

 [image: Captain Herrick and Commander Ogier aboard USS Maddox in August 1964]Captain John J. Herrick (left) and Commander Herbert L. Ogier aboard the USS Maddox in August 1964. Herrick, the task group commander, would express grave doubts about the August 4 "attack" — doubts that were ignored in Washington.
 

Chapter Three
 The First Attack

 The afternoon of August 2, 1964, was hot, hazy, and still. The Gulf of Tonkin lay flat and green under a sky the colour of old pewter, and the Maddox was steaming south, about twenty-eight miles off the North Vietnamese coast — well within international waters by any reasonable definition, though the North Vietnamese government insisted its territorial limit extended twelve miles from shore. Captain Herrick had been tracking North Vietnamese communications all morning, and what he was hearing made him nervous. Patrol boat commanders were being given orders. Torpedo boats were being fuelled. Something was happening.


At approximately 1505 hours — just after three in the afternoon, local time — the Maddox's radar operators detected three small, fast-moving contacts approaching from the northwest. The contacts were closing at high speed — twenty-five to thirty knots — and they were on an intercept course. Herrick ordered the crew to general quarters. The ship's five-inch guns swung toward the approaching targets. Fire-control radar locked on.


The three contacts were North Vietnamese P-4 torpedo boats, Soviet-built aluminium-hulled craft displacing about twenty-two tons fully loaded, each armed with two 450-millimetre torpedoes and a pair of fourteen-and-a-half-millimetre machine guns. They were fast — capable of bursts up to fifty knots in calm seas — but they were small, lightly armed, and fragile. Against a destroyer with three twin five-inch gun mounts, they were bringing knives to a gunfight.


The Maddox fired warning shots — three rounds from the forward five-inch mount, aimed ahead of the oncoming boats. The P-4s did not alter course. They kept coming, fanning out into an attack formation: one boat approaching from port, one from starboard, one directly ahead. It was a classic torpedo boat assault, designed to divide the target's fire and present multiple angles of attack simultaneously.


At a range of approximately nine thousand yards, the Maddox opened fire with all main batteries. Five-inch shells arced across the water at the tiny, racing boats. The P-4s responded by launching their torpedoes — two fish in the water from the lead boat, followed by launches from the flanking craft. The torpedoes left white wakes on the surface as they streaked toward the destroyer.


The Maddox's helmsman threw the ship into a hard turn. The destroyer heeled over, her hull cutting a white furrow through the green water, and the first torpedo passed astern by about two hundred yards. A second torpedo ran beneath the ship without detonating — either a dud or set too deep. The remaining torpedoes missed entirely, their wakes fading into the haze as they ran out of fuel and sank.


While the Maddox was dodging torpedoes, help arrived from the air. Four F-8 Crusader jets from the aircraft carrier USS Ticonderoga, which was operating in the South China Sea roughly three hundred miles to the southeast, screamed in at low altitude and strafed the P-4s with twenty-millimetre cannon fire and Zuni rockets. The combination of the Maddox's five-inch guns and the Crusaders' strafing runs was devastating. One P-4 was struck repeatedly and left dead in the water, trailing a plume of black smoke. A second boat was damaged, its superstructure shattered by cannon fire. The third boat broke off and fled north, trailing an oil slick.


The engagement lasted approximately twenty minutes. When it was over, the Maddox had sustained exactly one hit — a single fourteen-and-a-half-millimetre round that struck the ship's fire director platform, leaving a dent about the size of a silver dollar. No one was injured. The ship's combat effectiveness was completely unimpaired.


The North Vietnamese fared far worse. The damaged P-4 that had been left dead in the water was later confirmed sunk. At least four North Vietnamese sailors were killed in the engagement, and several more were wounded. One of the F-8 Crusader pilots made a low pass over the burning P-4 and photographed the crew struggling in the water. The images would later become some of the most iconic photographs of the incident — small, desperate figures in a vast, indifferent sea.


Captain Herrick reported the engagement immediately. His message to the Seventh Fleet command described the attack in precise, professional language: three torpedo boats, six torpedoes fired, all missed, one enemy boat sunk, two damaged, minimal damage to the Maddox. The message was relayed to the Pentagon, where it arrived in the early hours of the morning, Washington time. Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara was woken at his home in Georgetown and briefed. President Lyndon Johnson was informed at the White House.


The response in Washington was measured — publicly. Johnson did not immediately order retaliation. He released a statement warning Hanoi that "the United States will continue to protect its forces in international waters" and that any further attacks would bring "grave consequences." Privately, however, the attack confirmed everything the hawks in the administration had been arguing: North Vietnam was aggressive, unprovoked (as they saw it), and needed to be taught a lesson.


McNamara, in particular, saw the attack as an opportunity. He had been pressing for months for a Congressional resolution that would give the President broad authority to use military force in Southeast Asia — a blank check, in effect, for war. But until now, there had been no pretext dramatic enough to bring Congress on board. A communist attack on an American warship in international waters was exactly the kind of incident that could galvanise congressional support.


But one attack was not quite enough. The Maddox had emerged virtually unscathed. The P-4 boats had been destroyed or driven off. The incident could be dismissed as a minor skirmish — unfortunate, but not a crisis. What McNamara needed was a pattern. He needed a second attack. He needed to show that North Vietnam was not merely provocative but systematically aggressive, that American forces were in danger, and that only a forceful response would restore deterrence.


Instead of withdrawing the Maddox from the Gulf of Tonkin — which Captain Herrick recommended — Washington ordered the ship to continue its patrol. And it sent reinforcements. The destroyer USS Turner Joy was detached from other duties and ordered to join the Maddox in the gulf. Two destroyers, cruising in hostile waters where they had already been attacked, would present an irresistible target. If the North Vietnamese attacked again, the case for war would be made.


Herrick did not like it. He understood, with the instinct of a career naval officer, that he was being used — that his ships were being dangled as bait in waters that had already proven dangerous. But orders were orders, and the Navy does not give its captains the luxury of refusing them. He sailed north again, the Turner Joy at his side, into the green and hazy waters of the Gulf of Tonkin, and waited for the second attack.


It would come on the night of August 4. Or, more precisely, it would be reported on the night of August 4. Whether it actually happened would be debated for decades — and the answer, when it finally came, would indict an entire government.

 [image: North Vietnamese torpedo boat under fire on 2 August 1964]A North Vietnamese P-4 motor torpedo boat under fire from the USS Maddox on August 2, 1964. The real attack lasted approximately twenty minutes. One P-4 was sunk, two were damaged, and the Maddox sustained a single bullet dent.
 

Chapter Four
 The Phantom Battle

 The night of August 4, 1964, was dark. There was no moon. The sky over the Gulf of Tonkin was thick with cloud, and rain squalls swept across the water in curtains of warm, heavy drops that reduced visibility to a few hundred yards. The sea was rough — four-to-six-foot swells driven by the southwest monsoon — and the Maddox and Turner Joy pitched and rolled as they cruised north on their patrol track, sixty-five miles from the nearest point of the North Vietnamese coast.


At approximately 1940 hours — twenty minutes to eight in the evening — the Maddox's electronic intercept operators picked up North Vietnamese communications that suggested another attack might be imminent. The intercepts were fragmentary and ambiguous, but Captain Herrick took them seriously. He ordered both ships to general quarters. Gun crews scrambled to their mounts. Sonar operators pressed headphones to their ears and stared at their displays. The ships increased speed and began zigzagging — standard evasive manoeuvres for a vessel expecting a torpedo attack.


What happened over the next four hours would become one of the most consequential and contested events in American military history. According to the reports filed that night, the two destroyers came under sustained attack by North Vietnamese torpedo boats. The ships detected multiple contacts on radar and sonar, took evasive action against incoming torpedoes, and fired hundreds of rounds from their main batteries at targets that appeared and vanished in the darkness like ghosts. The Turner Joy alone would report firing over three hundred rounds from her five-inch guns. The Maddox would claim to have evaded twenty-two torpedoes. The combined gunfire of both ships would light up the night sky like a fireworks display, visible for miles across the dark water — all of it directed at nothing.


The conditions that night were almost perfectly designed to produce false readings and imaginary threats. The barometric pressure was dropping. Thunderstorms flickered on the horizon, their lightning casting brief, disorienting flashes across the wave tops. The humidity was extreme — the kind of saturated tropical air that plays havoc with electronic equipment, creating ghost returns on radar screens and phantom echoes on sonar displays. The sea state was confused, with swells coming from multiple directions at once, driven by the monsoon winds that funneled through the gulf like air through a bellows. It was the worst possible night to be trying to determine, from the bridge of a rolling destroyer, whether you were under attack.


But even as the battle was unfolding — if battle it was — the men fighting it were not sure what they were fighting. The radar contacts were intermittent and confusing. The sonar reports were contradictory. The night was so dark that no one on either ship ever saw an enemy vessel with the naked eye. And the evidence, examined in the cold light of the following morning, would suggest that the second attack in the Gulf of Tonkin never happened at all.


The trouble began with the sonar. The Maddox's sonar operators were young and relatively inexperienced — this was their first deployment in hostile waters — and they were operating equipment that was temperamental in the best conditions and nearly unreliable in the rough, warm seas of the Gulf of Tonkin. The sonar was designed to detect submarines in deep, cold water. In the shallow, turbulent gulf, it produced a constant background of false returns — echoes from the thermocline, from schools of fish, from the ship's own propeller wash reflecting off the rudder during sharp turns.


At 2100 hours, the Maddox's sonarman reported a torpedo in the water, bearing three-four-zero, range two thousand yards. The ship's helmsman threw the Maddox into a hard turn. Sixty seconds later, a second torpedo was reported, then a third. The Turner Joy's sonar operators reported contacts of their own — or thought they did. In the cacophony of noise on the sonar displays, it was nearly impossible to distinguish a genuine torpedo from a phantom.


The two destroyers opened fire. The five-inch guns of both ships roared into the darkness, hurling shells at radar contacts that appeared on the screens as brief, flickering blips and then vanished. The gun crews were firing blind — they could see nothing beyond the muzzle flashes of their own weapons. The tracer rounds arced across the black water and disappeared into the rain. There was no return fire. No explosions on the horizon. No burning hulls or secondary detonations. Just the thunder of their own guns and the silence of the sea.


Commander James Stockdale was in the air that night. He was a veteran Navy pilot assigned to VF-51, a fighter squadron aboard the USS Ticonderoga, and he had been scrambled when the destroyers reported incoming. He flew an F-8 Crusader at low altitude over both ships, searching the water with his eyes and his aircraft's radar for any sign of the enemy. He found nothing.


Stockdale would later describe what he saw with devastating clarity: "I had the best seat in the house to watch that event, and our destroyers were just shooting at phantom targets — there were no PT boats there. There was nothing there but black water and American firepower."


On the Maddox, Captain Herrick was coming to the same conclusion. As the hours wore on and the supposed battle continued, Herrick noticed that the evidence was not adding up. The sonar contacts were inconsistent — torpedoes that appeared to be heading straight for the ship would suddenly veer away or disappear. The radar contacts were even more problematic — targets that the fire-control radar was tracking would split into multiple returns, then merge, then vanish. And despite hours of firing at reported contacts, there was no physical evidence of any enemy presence: no wreckage, no oil slicks, no debris, no bodies in the water.


At 0127 hours Washington time — the early hours of August 5 in Washington, still the evening of August 4 in the gulf — Herrick sent a cable to the Pacific Fleet commander, Admiral Ulysses S. Grant Sharp. The message was extraordinary in its candour. "Review of action makes many reported contacts and torpedoes fired appear doubtful," Herrick wrote. "Freak weather effects on radar and overeager sonarmen may have accounted for many reports. No actual visual sightings by Maddox. Suggest complete evaluation before any further action taken."


The message was, in effect, a retraction. The commander on the scene — the man who had been in the middle of the supposed attack — was telling his superiors that it might not have happened. That the torpedoes might have been phantoms. That the radar contacts might have been weather. That the entire engagement might have been a hallucination — a collective hallucination, born of darkness and fear and inexperience and equipment that was not up to the job.


It was the kind of message that should have stopped everything. In a rational chain of command, Herrick's cable would have triggered a pause — a halt to any response until the facts could be verified. But the message did not arrive in a rational chain of command. It arrived in a political one. And by the time Captain Herrick's doubts reached Washington, the machinery of war was already in motion.


On the Turner Joy, the situation was even less convincing. The ship's sonar had detected nothing at all during the engagement — no torpedoes, no screws, no contacts of any kind. The Turner Joy's radar had painted intermittent returns, but the fire-control technicians who tried to lock onto them found that the contacts behaved unlike any vessel they had ever tracked. They accelerated to impossible speeds, changed course at right angles, and disappeared and reappeared in locations that no physical craft could have reached. The officers on the Turner Joy's bridge exchanged uneasy glances. Something was not right.


Below decks on the Maddox, the damage control parties who had been standing by throughout the engagement reported that the ship had sustained no damage whatsoever. No torpedo hits, no shrapnel impacts, no bullet holes. In the aftermath of the August 2 attack, the Maddox had taken a single round that left a dent in the fire director platform. After the supposed four-hour battle of August 4, the ship was entirely unmarked. If the destroyers had truly been engaged by multiple torpedo boats at close range for four hours, the absence of any damage — to either ship — was difficult to explain.

 [image: Track chart of USS Maddox and North Vietnamese torpedo boats on 2 August 1964]The official track chart of the August 2 engagement — the attack that actually happened. No comparable chart exists for August 4, because there was nothing to chart.
 

Chapter Five
 The Rush to Retaliate

 In Washington, it was lunchtime on Tuesday, August 4, when the first reports of the second attack arrived. President Lyndon Johnson was in the White House, meeting with his national security advisors to discuss the situation in the Gulf of Tonkin. Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara was at the Pentagon, surrounded by his staff of civilian analysts and military aides — the "whiz kids," as they were called, the best and the brightest, the men who believed that war could be managed like a business, with the right data and the right models and the right inputs.


The initial reports were electrifying. Two American destroyers under attack. Torpedoes in the water. The ships firing back. It was exactly the kind of second provocation that the hawks in the administration had been waiting for — the proof that the August 2 attack had not been an isolated incident but part of a pattern of deliberate North Vietnamese aggression against American forces.


McNamara moved immediately. He convened a meeting of the Joint Chiefs of Staff and presented a list of retaliatory options — air strikes against North Vietnamese naval bases and oil storage facilities along the coast. The target list had been prepared in advance. The Pentagon had war-gamed a scenario exactly like this one: a second attack on American ships in the Tonkin Gulf, followed by a proportional military response, followed by a Congressional resolution authorising the President to use force. The plan was ready. All it needed was a trigger.


Johnson was cautious, but not for long. He had been president for less than a year — he had assumed the office after Kennedy's assassination in November 1963 — and he was facing a presidential election in just three months. His opponent was Senator Barry Goldwater, a hawkish Republican who accused Johnson of being soft on communism. Johnson could not afford to look weak. He could not afford to let an attack on American ships go unanswered. And he could not afford to admit, even to himself, that the attack might not have happened.


At approximately 1:27 pm Washington time, Captain Herrick's cable arrived — the one expressing doubts about the attack, the one suggesting that the sonar and radar contacts might have been phantoms. The cable was routed through the normal channels and eventually reached McNamara's desk. McNamara read it. He understood its implications. And he made a decision that would haunt him for the rest of his life.


He did not tell the President.


Instead, McNamara picked up the phone and called Admiral Sharp in Honolulu, demanding confirmation of the attack. Sharp, who had not been in the Gulf of Tonkin and was relying on the same fragmentary and contradictory reports as everyone else, said he was "satisfied" that the attack had occurred. McNamara seized on this assessment and presented it to Johnson as definitive. The attack was real. The evidence was solid. Retaliation was justified.


What McNamara did not share with Johnson — or with Congress, or with the American public — was the full picture. He did not mention Herrick's doubts. He did not mention that the Turner Joy's crew had detected nothing on sonar during the supposed attack. He did not mention that Commander Stockdale, who had been overhead in his Crusader jet for ninety minutes, had seen no enemy vessels at all. He presented only the evidence that supported the conclusion he wanted — that North Vietnam had attacked American ships, unprovoked, for the second time in three days — and suppressed everything that contradicted it.


Years later, when the truth began to emerge, McNamara would claim that he had genuinely believed the attack was real at the time. But the record suggests otherwise. The NSA intercepts that McNamara cited as proof of the attack were, as analysts would later determine, reports from the August 2 engagement, not August 4. The timestamps had been altered or misread. The signals intelligence had been cherry-picked, selectively interpreted, and presented without context. It was not an honest mistake. It was a construction — a carefully curated narrative designed to support a predetermined course of action.


By the afternoon of August 4, Washington time, the decision to retaliate had been made. Johnson approved McNamara's recommended target list: North Vietnamese torpedo boat bases at Hon Gay, Loc Chao, Phuc Loi, and Quang Khe, plus the oil storage depot at Vinh. The operation was codenamed Pierce Arrow, and it was to be carried out by aircraft from the carriers Ticonderoga and Constellation.


At 11:36 pm Eastern time — just before midnight — President Johnson appeared on national television. He addressed the American people from the Oval Office, his face grave, his voice measured, his words carefully chosen. "My fellow Americans," he began, "as President and Commander in Chief, it is my duty to the American people to report that renewed hostile actions against United States ships on the high seas in the Gulf of Tonkin have today required me to order the military forces of the United States to take action in reply."


He described the attacks as "deliberate" and "unprovoked." He said that "air action is now in execution" against the bases from which the attacks had been launched. He emphasised that the American response was "limited and fitting" — proportional, restrained, not an escalation but a defence. And he told the nation that he was asking Congress for a resolution "expressing the unity and determination of the United States in supporting freedom and in protecting peace in Southeast Asia."


The timing of the speech was itself significant. Johnson went on the air before the retaliatory strikes had been completed — indeed, before some of the aircraft had even reached their targets. The decision to announce the strikes while they were still underway was a calculated move: it demonstrated American resolve and left no room for diplomatic back-channels or second thoughts. It also meant that the North Vietnamese received advance warning that American aircraft were inbound. The element of surprise, which might have reduced American casualties, was deliberately sacrificed for the sake of political theatre.


The speech was masterful. It was also, in its most fundamental claim — that American ships had been attacked on August 4 — almost certainly a lie. Johnson knew about Herrick's doubts. He had been briefed on the ambiguous evidence. And yet he stood before the American people and told them, with the full authority of the presidency, that the attack had happened and that war was the appropriate response.


In private, Johnson was more candid. Months later, in a conversation recorded by the White House taping system, the President would say of the August 4 incident: "Hell, those dumb, stupid sailors were just shooting at flying fish." But by then, the resolution had been passed, the bombs had been dropped, and the war had begun.

 [image: President Johnson delivers his midnight address on the Gulf of Tonkin incident]President Lyndon B. Johnson addresses the nation just before midnight on August 4, 1964, announcing retaliatory air strikes against North Vietnam. He described the attacks as "deliberate" and "unprovoked" — claims he knew to be questionable.
 

Chapter Six
 The Blank Check

 The Gulf of Tonkin Resolution was drafted before the second attack even happened. This is not conspiracy theory; it is a matter of documented record. The State Department and the Pentagon had been preparing a Congressional resolution authorising the use of military force in Southeast Asia since at least May 1964 — three months before the Maddox was fired upon. The resolution was sitting in a desk drawer, waiting for the right moment. The events of August 2 and 4 provided that moment.


On August 5, the day after Johnson's midnight address, the administration sent the resolution to Congress. Its language was sweeping. It authorised the President "to take all necessary measures to repel any armed attack against the forces of the United States and to prevent further aggression." It further authorised the President "to take all necessary steps, including the use of armed force, to assist any member or protocol state" of the Southeast Asia Collective Defense Treaty — which included South Vietnam. There was no geographic limitation, no time limit, no cap on the number of troops or the scale of force. It was, as Johnson himself would later say, "like grandma's nightshirt — it covered everything."


The resolution went first to the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, chaired by J. William Fulbright of Arkansas. Fulbright was one of the most respected members of the Senate — an intellectual, a Rhodes Scholar, the architect of the Fulbright Fellowship programme, and a man whose judgment carried enormous weight with his colleagues. He was also, in August 1964, a loyal ally of Lyndon Johnson. The two men were both Southern Democrats, both creatures of the Senate, and they had known each other for decades. Johnson needed Fulbright to shepherd the resolution through the committee and onto the Senate floor, and Fulbright obliged.


The committee hearing lasted a single day. McNamara testified for several hours, presenting the administration's case with the smooth, data-rich confidence that was his hallmark. He described both attacks in detail — the August 2 engagement, which was real, and the August 4 engagement, which was not — and he laid out the evidence with the certainty of a man presenting quarterly earnings to a board of directors. He did not mention Herrick's doubts. He did not mention Stockdale's report. He did not mention the ambiguity of the signals intelligence or the fact that the Turner Joy had detected nothing on sonar. He presented a clean, simple narrative: American ships attacked, twice, unprovoked, in international waters.


The committee members asked few probing questions. They were operating under the assumption — reasonable, given the information available to them — that the Secretary of Defense was telling the truth. Why would he lie? What possible motive could the administration have for fabricating an attack on its own ships? The idea was, in 1964, almost unthinkable. The government of the United States did not invent pretexts for war. It was the kind of thing that happened in banana republics and tin-pot dictatorships, not in the most powerful democracy on earth.


The resolution moved to the Senate floor on August 6. The debate was brief — astonishingly so, for a measure that was, in practical terms, a declaration of war. Most senators spoke in favour of the resolution, expressing solidarity with the President and outrage at North Vietnamese aggression. The prevailing mood was patriotic and resolute. America had been attacked, and America would respond.


Only two voices dissented.


Senator Wayne Morse of Oregon — a former Republican turned Democrat turned Independent, a constitutional lawyer, and one of the most combative and disagreeable men in the Senate — rose to oppose the resolution on constitutional grounds. Morse had received a tip from a source inside the Pentagon that the Maddox had been operating in connection with the 34-Alpha raids, that the ship had been in the wrong place at the wrong time, and that the administration was not telling the whole truth about the incident. He could not prove it — the 34-Alpha programme was classified, and his source would not go on the record — but he believed it, and he said so on the floor of the Senate with the ferocity of a man who knows he is right and knows he will be ignored.


"I believe that history will record that we have made a great mistake in subverting and circumventing the Constitution of the United States," Morse declared. "I believe this resolution to be a historic mistake. I believe that within the next century, future generations will look with dismay and great disappointment upon a Congress which is now about to make such a historic mistake."


Senator Ernest Gruening of Alaska was the other dissenter. Gruening was seventy-seven years old, a former territorial governor and one of the architects of Alaskan statehood. He was not a man given to theatrics, but his speech on the Senate floor was impassioned and prophetic. "Regrettably, I find myself in disagreement with the President's Southeast Asian policy," he said. The resolution meant "sending our American boys into combat in a war in which we have no business, which is not our war, into which we have been misguidedly drawn, which is steadily being escalated. This resolution is a further authorization for escalation unlimited."


The Senate voted on August 7, 1964. The result was 88 to 2. Morse and Gruening cast the only dissenting votes. In the House of Representatives, the resolution passed unanimously, 416 to 0. Not a single representative voted against it.


After the vote, Morse stood in the corridor outside the Senate chamber and spoke to reporters. "I voted in the interest of the American people this morning," he said, "when I voted against this resolution." He predicted that the resolution would be used to escalate the war, that American troops would be sent to Vietnam in large numbers, and that the country would come to regret its haste. He was right on every count.


President Johnson signed the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution into law on August 10, 1964. It gave him exactly what he wanted — the legal authority to wage war in Southeast Asia without a formal declaration of war from Congress. It was, as critics would later call it, a blank check. And Johnson would cash it.


Fulbright, who had guided the resolution through the Senate, would come to regret his role more bitterly than almost any other act of his career. Within two years, as the war escalated and the casualties mounted and the truth about the Gulf of Tonkin began to seep out, Fulbright turned against the war and against Johnson. He held hearings that challenged the administration's account of the incident. He publicly questioned whether the August 4 attack had ever occurred. He called it "the most tragic mistake that has been made in our foreign policy."


But in August 1964, the resolution was law, and the war machine was in motion. What no one in Congress knew — what the American public would not learn for years — was that the entire legal foundation of the Vietnam War rested on an event that almost certainly never happened.

 [image: President Johnson signs the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution]President Johnson signs the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution on August 10, 1964. The resolution passed the Senate 88-2 and the House 416-0, giving the President sweeping authority to wage war in Southeast Asia.
 

Chapter Seven
 Operation Pierce Arrow

 While Johnson was addressing the nation on the night of August 4, the aircraft were already in the air. Sixty-four sorties launched from the decks of the carriers Ticonderoga and Constellation, their afterburners tracing orange arcs across the dark waters of the South China Sea as they climbed toward the coast of North Vietnam. The pilots had been briefed in ready rooms that smelled of jet fuel and coffee, hunched over target maps that marked the locations of torpedo boat bases and fuel storage facilities along the coast. Their orders were clear: destroy the bases from which the "attacks" on the Maddox and Turner Joy had been launched.


The operation was codenamed Pierce Arrow, and it was the first direct American military action against North Vietnam — the first time American bombs fell on North Vietnamese soil, the first time American pilots deliberately targeted a sovereign nation that the United States was not officially at war with. It was also, in a sense, the first act of the Vietnam War proper — the moment when the conflict ceased to be a proxy struggle fought by South Vietnamese soldiers with American advisors and became, irrevocably, an American war.


The strikes hit four targets along the North Vietnamese coast. At Hon Gay, a major torpedo boat base north of Haiphong, A-4 Skyhawk attack jets from the Ticonderoga dropped five-hundred-pound bombs on piers, drydocks, and maintenance facilities, destroying several torpedo boats that were moored alongside the quays. At Loc Chao, further south, F-8 Crusaders strafed patrol boat pens and fuel dumps with cannon fire and Zuni rockets. At Quang Khe and Phuc Loi, additional strikes cratered runways, wrecked warehouses, and set fuel storage tanks ablaze, sending columns of oily black smoke into the afternoon sky.


The most significant target was the oil storage facility at Vinh, a sprawling complex of tanks and pipelines that held a substantial portion of North Vietnam's petroleum reserves. The Vinh strike was carried out by A-1 Skyraiders and A-4 Skyhawks from the Constellation, and it was the most heavily defended of the four targets. North Vietnamese anti-aircraft batteries — 37-millimetre and 57-millimetre guns, radar-directed and well-sited — filled the sky with flak as the American aircraft made their bomb runs. The pilots pressed through the curtain of fire, released their ordnances, and pulled up hard, their aircraft shaking from the concussions of nearby detonations.


Two American aircraft were lost that day. Over Vinh, an A-1 Skyraider piloted by Lieutenant (junior grade) Richard Sather took a direct hit from anti-aircraft fire and crashed into the sea. Sather was killed instantly — the first American aviator to die in action over North Vietnam, the first of what would eventually be more than ten thousand American airmen shot down or killed in the skies over Vietnam and Laos and Cambodia over the next eleven years.


Near Hon Gai, further north along the coast, an A-4 Skyhawk piloted by Lieutenant (junior grade) Everett Alvarez Jr. was hit by anti-aircraft fire as he pulled off his bombing run against the torpedo boat base. Alvarez ejected over the coast, landed in the water near the shore, and was captured by North Vietnamese fishermen. He would spend eight and a half years as a prisoner of war in the infamous Hoa Lo Prison — the "Hanoi Hilton" — making him one of the longest-held American POWs in the conflict. He would not be released until February 1973.


Among the other pilots flying that day was Lieutenant Commander Robert N. Tangeman, who led a section of Skyhawks against the torpedo boat base at Quang Khe. Tangeman's aircraft took multiple hits from anti-aircraft fire but managed to limp back to the Constellation with its hydraulic system leaking and one wing riddled with shrapnel. He landed on the carrier deck trailing smoke, his aircraft so badly damaged that it was pushed over the side and allowed to sink rather than repaired. Tangeman was unhurt but shaken. Years later, he would struggle with the knowledge that the mission he had nearly died completing was based on a fiction.


The irony was savage. Alvarez was captured in retaliation for an attack that never happened, imprisoned for a war that was built on a lie, and held for nearly a decade in conditions of brutality and deprivation that would have broken most men. He was the first American prisoner of the Vietnam War, and his capture was a direct consequence of the phantom battle in the Gulf of Tonkin.


Back on the carriers, the returning pilots were debriefed and the damage assessments compiled. The Pentagon declared Pierce Arrow a success: twenty-five North Vietnamese torpedo boats destroyed or damaged, an estimated ten percent of North Vietnam's total petroleum storage destroyed at Vinh, significant damage to base infrastructure along the coast. The numbers were inflated — they always were — but the strikes had unquestionably done real damage. North Vietnam's small navy had been badly hurt, and its coastal defences had been given a demonstration of American air power that left no room for ambiguity.


But the strategic significance of Pierce Arrow was not measured in torpedo boats destroyed or fuel tanks burned. It was measured in the precedent it set. For the first time, the United States had directly attacked North Vietnam. The line between advisory support and combat had been crossed. And once crossed, it could not be uncrossed. The logic of escalation — the logic that had driven the 34-Alpha raids, the DESOTO patrols, the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution — now had the force of momentum behind it. Each step made the next step seem not just possible but necessary.


Commander James Stockdale was among the pilots who flew that night. He had been overhead during the phantom battle just hours earlier, watching the destroyers fire at nothing, and now he was being ordered to bomb North Vietnam in retaliation for an event he knew had not occurred. The cognitive dissonance was staggering. "We were about to launch a war under false pretenses," he would later write. "I felt it in my bones."


Stockdale would return to the skies over North Vietnam many more times in the months that followed. On September 9, 1965, his aircraft was shot down over the coast, and he ejected into captivity. He would spend seven and a half years in the Hanoi Hilton, where he was tortured repeatedly and held in solitary confinement for years at a stretch. He would be awarded the Medal of Honor for his resistance as a prisoner, and he would carry the physical and psychological scars of his captivity for the rest of his life.


But on the night of August 4, 1964, as his Crusader screamed over the dark waters of the Gulf of Tonkin and the destroyers below him fired at phantoms, Stockdale was carrying a different kind of burden — the burden of knowing. He knew the truth. And the truth would not matter for a very long time.

 [image: North Vietnamese P-4 torpedo boat under fire from USS Maddox]A North Vietnamese P-4 torpedo boat photographed during the August 2 engagement. Operation Pierce Arrow, launched in retaliation for the phantom August 4 attack, destroyed dozens of these boats at their bases.
 

Chapter Eight
 The Escalation

 The Gulf of Tonkin Resolution was the key that unlocked the door to full-scale war in Vietnam. Within months of its passage, the character of American involvement in Southeast Asia changed fundamentally — from an advisory mission supporting the South Vietnamese military to a direct combat role involving hundreds of thousands of American troops, sustained bombing campaigns, and a level of military commitment that would consume the nation for nearly a decade.


The escalation began almost immediately. In February 1965, Viet Cong guerrillas attacked the American air base at Pleiku in the Central Highlands of South Vietnam, killing eight Americans and wounding more than a hundred. Johnson, invoking the authority granted by the Tonkin Gulf Resolution, ordered retaliatory air strikes against North Vietnam. The strikes, codenamed Operation Flaming Dart, were presented as proportional responses to specific provocations — the same rationale used for Operation Pierce Arrow six months earlier.


But Flaming Dart was only the beginning. In March 1965, the administration launched Operation Rolling Thunder — a sustained bombing campaign against North Vietnam that would continue, with occasional pauses, for more than three years. Rolling Thunder was not a retaliatory strike. It was a strategic air campaign, designed to break Hanoi's will to fight by systematically destroying its military infrastructure, transportation network, and industrial capacity. Hundreds of American aircraft flew daily sorties over North Vietnam, dropping bombs on bridges, railroads, power plants, barracks, and fuel depots. The tonnage of bombs dropped on North Vietnam during Rolling Thunder would eventually exceed the total tonnage dropped by the United States in all of World War II.


The bombing did not break Hanoi's will. Instead, it hardened it. The North Vietnamese dispersed their military assets, built an extensive network of underground shelters and tunnels, and relied on China and the Soviet Union to replace destroyed equipment. The Ho Chi Minh Trail — the network of jungle paths and roads through Laos and Cambodia that served as North Vietnam's supply line to the South — was bombed repeatedly but never severed. For every bridge destroyed, the North Vietnamese built another. For every truck convoy hit, another was dispatched under cover of the jungle canopy. The war of attrition that McNamara and his analysts had predicted would bring North Vietnam to its knees instead produced a stalemate of staggering human cost.


On the ground, the escalation was even more dramatic. In March 1965, the first American combat troops — two battalions of Marines — came ashore at Da Nang, ostensibly to protect the air base there. Within months, their mission had expanded from base security to active combat operations. By the end of 1965, there were 184,000 American troops in Vietnam. By 1966, the number had risen to 385,000. By 1968, at the peak of American involvement, there were more than half a million American soldiers, sailors, airmen, and marines in Vietnam — the largest overseas deployment of American military forces since World War II.


The draft, which had been relatively modest in the early 1960s, expanded dramatically. In 1964, before the Gulf of Tonkin, the Selective Service was calling up fewer than ten thousand men per month. By 1966, that number had risen to more than thirty thousand per month. Young men across the country received their draft notices in plain brown envelopes — the "greetings" letters, as they were sardonically called — and reported to induction centres where they were examined, classified, and shipped to basic training. Many went willingly, believing in the cause. Others went reluctantly, knowing only that refusal meant prison. And a growing number refused to go at all, fleeing to Canada, filing for conscientious objector status, or burning their draft cards in public acts of defiance that would define a generation.


The human cost was almost beyond comprehension. American casualties mounted steadily — hundreds, then thousands, then tens of thousands. The names of the dead were read on the evening news. The coffins came home in a steady, terrible stream, draped in flags and met by families whose grief was compounded by a growing suspicion that their sons and daughters had died for a cause that was, at best, unclear and, at worst, dishonest.


The South Vietnamese suffered even more. The war devastated the countryside, displaced millions of civilians, and destroyed the social fabric of communities that had endured for centuries. The Viet Cong and North Vietnamese forces suffered enormous casualties of their own — but they kept fighting. They fought because they were fighting for the unification of their country, and because they believed, with a conviction that matched the Americans' firepower, that time was on their side.


And underneath it all, like a crack in a foundation that no amount of plaster can conceal, was the lie. The Gulf of Tonkin Resolution — the legal authority for everything the United States was doing in Vietnam — was based on an event that had not happened. The second attack, the one that had tipped the balance in Congress, the one that had transformed a minor naval skirmish into a casus belli — it was a phantom. And the men who knew it was a phantom had chosen to say nothing.


McNamara knew. Johnson knew. The senior officers in the Pacific Fleet knew. The NSA analysts who had processed the signals intelligence knew — or should have known, if they had looked at the evidence honestly instead of through the lens of what their superiors wanted to hear. Captain Herrick knew, and he had said so in his cable, and his cable had been read and filed and forgotten.


The lie did not stay hidden. Lies of that magnitude never do. But the process of exposure was slow, painful, and bitterly contested, and by the time the truth was fully established, the war had consumed fifty-eight thousand American lives, more than three million Vietnamese lives, and the moral authority of a generation of American leaders.


At home, the war tore the country apart. The anti-war movement, which had begun as a fringe phenomenon on college campuses, grew into a mass movement that convulsed American society. Hundreds of thousands of people marched on Washington. Students seized university buildings. Clergy burned draft cards from their pulpits. The country divided into camps — hawks and doves, patriots and protesters, those who believed in the war and those who believed it was a crime — and the division was so deep and so bitter that families were sundered by it, friendships destroyed, communities fractured along lines that took decades to heal, if they healed at all.


The unravelling began, as it so often does, with a man who could no longer keep silent.

 
 

Chapter Nine
 The Unravelling

 Daniel Ellsberg's first day of work at the Pentagon was August 4, 1964 — the very day of the phantom attack in the Gulf of Tonkin. He was a Harvard-educated analyst, a former Marine officer, and a true believer in the American cause in Southeast Asia. He had been hired by the Office of the Secretary of Defense to work on Vietnam policy, and he threw himself into the work with the intensity of a man who believed he was serving his country in a righteous fight.


It took him five years to change his mind. Over those five years, Ellsberg read the classified cables, the intelligence assessments, the internal memoranda, and the secret histories that documented, in excruciating detail, how the United States had stumbled into Vietnam — how the decisions had been made, how the evidence had been manipulated, how the public had been misled. He read the Gulf of Tonkin intercepts and understood that the August 4 attack was a fabrication. He read the planning documents for the Tonkin Gulf Resolution and understood that the resolution had been drafted before the incident it was supposed to respond to. He read McNamara's internal communications and understood that the Secretary of Defense had knowingly suppressed evidence that contradicted the official story.


By 1969, Ellsberg had concluded that the Vietnam War was not a mistake — it was a fraud. A systematic, deliberate fraud, perpetrated by successive administrations against the American people and their elected representatives. And he decided to do something about it.


The Pentagon Papers — formally titled "United States–Vietnam Relations, 1945–1967: A Study Prepared by the Department of Defense" — was a forty-seven-volume, seven-thousand-page classified history of American involvement in Vietnam, commissioned by McNamara himself in 1967 and completed in 1969. The study documented, with primary sources and internal records, the full extent of the government's deception — from the earliest days of the conflict through the Gulf of Tonkin incident and the subsequent escalation. It was, in effect, a confession: a detailed, documented admission, prepared by the government itself, that it had lied to the country about the reasons for and conduct of the war.


Ellsberg copied the Pentagon Papers — all forty-seven volumes, one page at a time, on a Xerox machine in the offices of the RAND Corporation, where he now worked. The process took months. He approached several senators and congressmen, hoping to get the documents entered into the Congressional record and thereby made public. None of them would take the risk. Finally, in March 1971, Ellsberg gave the papers to Neil Sheehan, a reporter for the New York Times.


The Times began publishing excerpts from the Pentagon Papers on June 13, 1971. The revelations were explosive. The first instalment revealed that the Gulf of Tonkin incident — the event that Congress had relied upon to authorise the use of force — was far more complicated and far less clear-cut than the administration had claimed. Subsequent instalments revealed that the government had been planning military escalation long before the Tonkin Gulf incident, that the resolution had been drafted in advance, and that the administration had consistently misled Congress and the public about the progress and prospects of the war.


The reaction in Washington was immediate and furious. The Nixon administration — which had no direct connection to the Gulf of Tonkin incident but was deeply invested in maintaining the credibility of the war effort — was enraged by the publication. National Security Advisor Henry Kissinger reportedly shouted, "This will destroy American credibility forever!" Attorney General John Mitchell called the Times and warned that continued publication would cause "irreparable injury to the defense interests of the United States."


The Nixon administration, which had inherited the war from Johnson, sought an injunction to prevent further publication, arguing that the release of classified documents threatened national security. The case went to the Supreme Court in a landmark First Amendment battle, and the Court ruled 6-3 in favour of the Times. The papers were published in full.


But the Pentagon Papers, for all their revelatory power, were a historical document. They told the story of what had happened, but they could not undo it. The war continued. The bombing continued. The casualties continued. And the specific question of what had happened on the night of August 4, 1964 — whether there had been a real attack or a phantom one — remained officially unresolved.


The Senate took up the question in 1968, when Fulbright's Foreign Relations Committee held hearings on the Gulf of Tonkin incident. McNamara testified again, this time before a committee that was no longer willing to take his word at face value. The hearings were contentious and, at times, hostile. Senators pressed McNamara on the discrepancies between his 1964 testimony and the evidence that had since come to light. They asked about Herrick's cable. They asked about Stockdale's report. They asked about the intercepted signals that had been cited as proof of the attack but that analysts now believed referred to the August 2 engagement, not August 4.


McNamara defended himself with the same analytical precision that had characterised his entire career — marshalling data, citing reports, constructing arguments that were technically accurate but fundamentally misleading. He conceded that there were "ambiguities" in the evidence but insisted that the weight of the intelligence supported the conclusion that an attack had occurred. It was a virtuoso performance in the art of bureaucratic evasion, and it satisfied nobody.


In 1970, the Senate voted to repeal the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution. The vote was a rebuke — a formal acknowledgement that the resolution had been passed under false pretenses and that Congress had been deceived. But it was a symbolic gesture. By 1970, the resolution was no longer the primary legal basis for the war; the Nixon administration had shifted to relying on the President's inherent authority as commander in chief. The repeal of the resolution changed nothing on the ground. The war went on.


Wayne Morse, who had voted against the resolution in 1964, did not live to see the end of the war. He died of kidney failure in 1974, a year before the fall of Saigon. Ernest Gruening, the other dissenter, died in 1974 as well. Neither man received, in his lifetime, the vindication he deserved. History would eventually prove them right — spectacularly, overwhelmingly right — but history moves slowly, and the men who see the truth first are often the men who are punished for it.

 
 

Chapter Ten
 The Truth Emerges

 The full truth about the Gulf of Tonkin did not emerge all at once. It came in pieces, over decades, extracted from classified files and reluctant witnesses like shrapnel from an old wound. Each revelation confirmed what the sceptics had long suspected and what the architects of the war had long denied: the second attack never happened, and the men who sent the nation to war knew it.


The first major piece of the puzzle fell into place in 1995, three decades after the events in the gulf. Robert McNamara, now seventy-nine years old and haunted by the consequences of the decisions he had made as Secretary of Defense, travelled to Hanoi to meet with his former adversary, General Vo Nguyen Giap. Giap was a legend — the man who had defeated the French at Dien Bien Phu, who had commanded the North Vietnamese army throughout the American war, and who was widely regarded as one of the most brilliant military strategists of the twentieth century. He was also eighty-four years old, and he had nothing left to hide.


McNamara asked Giap the question that had nagged him for thirty-one years: What happened on August 4, 1964? Did North Vietnamese forces attack the Maddox and Turner Joy?


"On the fourth of August," Giap replied, "there was absolutely nothing."


The answer was unequivocal. There had been no attack. No torpedo boats dispatched. No torpedoes fired. The entire engagement — the four hours of darkness and gunfire and sonar contacts and emergency manoeuvres — had been a hallucination, a collective delusion born of fear, inexperience, and bad equipment, and then seized upon by politicians who needed a pretext for war.


McNamara accepted Giap's word. "It's a pretty damned good source," he said after the meeting. Coming from the man who had done more than anyone to construct the lie that the attack was real, the acknowledgement carried a peculiar weight — not quite an apology, not quite a confession, but something close to both.


In 2003, McNamara went further. In Errol Morris's documentary film The Fog of War, he sat before the camera and admitted, publicly and on the record, that there had been no attack on August 4. The film presented McNamara as a tragic figure — a man of enormous intelligence and ability who had made catastrophic mistakes and spent his old age trying to understand how and why. He listed eleven "lessons" he had learned from his career, including the admission that he and his colleagues had been "wrong, terribly wrong" about Vietnam. But he never quite said the word that the situation demanded. He never said "lie."


The most damning evidence came from inside the National Security Agency itself. In 2001, Robert J. Hanyok, an NSA historian with access to the agency's classified archives, completed a study of the signals intelligence from the Gulf of Tonkin incident. His findings were devastating. Hanyok concluded that the SIGINT evidence cited by McNamara and the Johnson administration as proof of the August 4 attack had been deliberately manipulated.


The key intercepts — the ones that supposedly confirmed North Vietnamese torpedo boats had been ordered to attack — were actually reports from the August 2 engagement, not August 4. The timestamps had been altered. Contextual information that would have revealed the true date of the communications had been stripped out. Other intercepts — ones that showed no hostile activity on August 4 — had been suppressed entirely. "The overwhelming body of reports," Hanyok wrote, "if used, would have told the story that no attack occurred."


Hanyok's study was completed in 2001 but classified. The NSA sat on it for four years. When it was finally declassified and released in 2005, as part of a broader release of nearly two hundred Gulf of Tonkin-related documents, it confirmed what historians had long suspected: the evidence for the August 4 attack had not merely been misinterpreted — it had been fabricated.


The declassified documents painted a picture of institutional deception at the highest levels. NSA analysts who had processed the intercepts in real time had raised questions about the evidence, only to be overruled by supervisors who wanted the intelligence to support the conclusion that an attack had occurred. Dissenting analyses were buried. Confirming analyses were highlighted and forwarded up the chain. The intelligence was shaped, consciously and deliberately, to fit the policy — the exact inversion of how intelligence is supposed to work.


The consequences of the Gulf of Tonkin deception were measured not in documents or declassifications but in human lives. The Vietnam War, fought on the legal authority of a resolution passed in response to a phantom attack, killed 58,220 American servicemen and servicewomen. More than 300,000 Americans were wounded, many of them grievously — blinded, burned, paralysed, amputated. Tens of thousands more returned home with psychological wounds that would torment them for the rest of their lives. The veterans who came back found a country that was ambivalent about their sacrifice and hostile to their war, and many of them carried a bitterness that never faded.


The Vietnamese paid an even greater price. An estimated two million Vietnamese civilians died during the conflict. One point one million North Vietnamese and Viet Cong soldiers were killed. Two hundred and fifty thousand South Vietnamese soldiers died fighting alongside their American allies. The country was devastated — its cities bombed, its countryside defoliated with Agent Orange, its rice paddies cratered, its villages burned. The scars of the war are visible in Vietnam to this day, in the unexploded ordnance that still maims and kills farmers in the countryside, in the birth defects linked to chemical defoliation, in the graveyards that stretch across the landscape like a rebuke.


And it all began — or rather, it all accelerated past the point of no return — on a dark night in the Gulf of Tonkin, when two American destroyers fired at phantoms, and a government lied about what happened, and a nation went to war.


Captain John Herrick, the man who had been on the scene and who had tried to tell the truth in real time, was quietly promoted after the incident and reassigned to other duties. He retired from the Navy with the rank of rear admiral and largely avoided public comment on the events in the Gulf of Tonkin for the rest of his life. When he did speak, it was with the careful, measured language of a career officer who understood that the truth, once told, could not be untold — and that some truths arrive too late to save anyone.


Commander James Stockdale, who had watched the phantom battle from above and then been sent to bomb North Vietnam in retaliation for it, spent seven and a half years in a North Vietnamese prison. He was tortured fifteen times, put in leg irons for two years, and kept in solitary confinement for four years. He was awarded the Medal of Honor for his extraordinary resistance and leadership as a prisoner. After his release, he became an author and a public figure, and he never stopped telling the truth about what he had seen — and what he had not seen — on the night of August 4, 1964. "I was there," he said. "I had the best seat in the house. There was nothing there."


Robert McNamara died in 2009, at the age of ninety-three. His obituaries described him as a man of brilliant intellect and tragic error — a technocrat who had tried to apply the principles of systems analysis to warfare and discovered, too late, that war does not submit to rational management. He spent the last decades of his life trying to explain, if not excuse, the decisions he had made. He wept in interviews. He acknowledged mistakes. But he never fully accepted responsibility for the deception that had launched the war, and he never used the word that his critics believed was the only honest one: lie.


Lyndon Johnson did not live to see the end of the war he had started. He left the White House in January 1969, broken by the conflict, and retreated to his ranch in the Texas Hill Country, where he grew his hair long, smoked the cigarettes his doctors had forbidden, and waited to die. He died of a heart attack on January 22, 1973 — five days before the Paris Peace Accords were signed, ending American involvement in the war. The timing was almost too perfect, as if history had written the scene with a novelist's sense of dramatic irony: the man who had sent the nation to war on a lie, dying just days before the lie's final consequence was resolved.


The Gulf of Tonkin Resolution was repealed by Congress in 1971. The war ended in 1975, when North Vietnamese forces captured Saigon and unified the country under communist rule — the exact outcome the United States had spent a decade and fifty-eight thousand lives trying to prevent. The boats the commandos had used in the 34-Alpha raids were scrapped. The Maddox was decommissioned, sold to Taiwan, and eventually cut up for scrap. The Turner Joy became a museum ship, moored in Bremerton, Washington, where visitors can walk her decks and imagine the dark night when her crew fired at ghosts.


The ghosts, of course, were never there. They never were.

 [image: Robert McNamara, Secretary of Defense]Robert S. McNamara, Secretary of Defense. In 1995, he travelled to Hanoi and asked General Giap what happened on August 4, 1964. "Absolutely nothing," Giap replied. McNamara called it "a pretty damned good source."
 

Timeline

 1961 — The CIA begins inserting South Vietnamese agent teams into North Vietnam for intelligence gathering and sabotage. Nearly all teams are captured or killed.

 January 1964 — The covert programme is transferred from the CIA to the Department of Defense and renamed Operational Plan 34-Alpha (OPLAN 34A). The Pentagon's Studies and Observations Group (SOG) takes over operations.

 July 1964 — Lt. Gen. Westmoreland shifts 34-Alpha tactics from land-based commando raids to shore bombardments from fast patrol boats.

 July 28, 1964 — USS Maddox departs Keelung, Taiwan, for a DESOTO intelligence-gathering patrol in the Gulf of Tonkin.

 July 30–31, 1964 — South Vietnamese commandos attack North Vietnamese radar stations on Hon Me and Hon Ngu islands under Operation 34-Alpha.

 August 2, 1964 — Three North Vietnamese P-4 torpedo boats attack the USS Maddox in the Gulf of Tonkin. The Maddox and aircraft from USS Ticonderoga sink one boat and damage two. The Maddox sustains one bullet dent. This attack is confirmed and undisputed.

 August 3, 1964 — USS Turner Joy joins the Maddox in the gulf. Both ships are ordered to continue patrol despite Captain Herrick's recommendation to withdraw.

 August 4, 1964 (evening, local time) — The Maddox and Turner Joy report a second attack by torpedo boats. Over four hours, both ships fire hundreds of rounds at radar and sonar contacts. Commander James Stockdale, flying overhead, sees no enemy vessels. Captain Herrick sends a cable expressing doubts: "Freak weather effects on radar and overeager sonarmen may have accounted for many reports."

 August 4, 1964 (11:36 PM ET) — President Johnson delivers his "Midnight Address," announcing retaliatory air strikes and describing the attacks as "deliberate" and "unprovoked."

 August 5, 1964 — Operation Pierce Arrow: 64 sorties from USS Ticonderoga and USS Constellation strike North Vietnamese torpedo boat bases and the Vinh oil storage facility. Lt.(jg) Richard Sather is killed — the first American aviator lost over North Vietnam. Lt.(jg) Everett Alvarez Jr. is captured — the first American POW of the Vietnam War.

 August 7, 1964 — Congress passes the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution. Senate vote: 88–2 (Wayne Morse and Ernest Gruening dissenting). House vote: 416–0.

 August 10, 1964 — President Johnson signs the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution into law.

 March 1965 — Operation Rolling Thunder begins — a sustained bombing campaign against North Vietnam that will last more than three years. First U.S. combat troops (Marines) land at Da Nang.

 1968 — U.S. troop levels in Vietnam reach 536,000. Senator Fulbright holds hearings questioning the Gulf of Tonkin incident. Peak of American involvement.

 1970 — Congress repeals the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution.

 1971 — Daniel Ellsberg leaks the Pentagon Papers, revealing systematic government deception about the origins and conduct of the Vietnam War.

 1995 — Robert McNamara meets General Vo Nguyen Giap in Hanoi. Giap confirms: "On the fourth of August, there was absolutely nothing."

 2003 — McNamara admits in the documentary The Fog of War that the August 4 attack did not occur.

 2005 — NSA declassifies nearly 200 documents. Historian Robert J. Hanyok's study concludes that signals intelligence was deliberately manipulated to support the false narrative of an August 4 attack.

 • • •

 

About This Book

 The Gulf of Tonkin is a dramatised historical narrative based on documented events. The chronology, key figures, and factual framework are grounded in primary sources, declassified documents, and historical scholarship; some scene detail is imaginatively reconstructed to bring the story to life.

 ***

 Further Reading

 Hanyok, Robert J. — "Skunks, Bogies, Silent Hounds, and the Flying Fish: The Gulf of Tonkin Mystery, 2–4 August 1964," NSA Cryptologic Quarterly, 2001 (declassified 2005)

 Moise, Edwin E. — Tonkin Gulf and the Escalation of the Vietnam War, University of North Carolina Press, 1996

 Ellsberg, Daniel — Secrets: A Memoir of Vietnam and the Pentagon Papers, Viking, 2002

 McNamara, Robert S. — In Retrospect: The Tragedy and Lessons of Vietnam, Times Books, 1995

 Morris, Errol (director) — The Fog of War: Eleven Lessons from the Life of Robert S. McNamara, Sony Pictures Classics, 2003

 Stockdale, Jim and Sybil — In Love and War, Harper & Row, 1984

 ***

 This book is part of Vol. 1: Hoaxes in the HistorIQly Books series — real history, told as narrative nonfiction.

 Visit books.historiqly.com for more stories.

 • • •
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