
When Devil’s Advocacy Fails… Bad Things Happen, a short story by Thomas Docheri

Lieutenant Commander Michael Harney, USN, looked up from the Top Secret message 
he was reading to see who had just entered National Security Agency suite 3196.  The 
lance corporal on duty outside the suite had knocked, apologized politely for interrupting 
and admitted the visitor.  Suite 3196 at the agency’s Fort Meade, Maryland headquarters 
was the temporary home of unit B62, which officially did not exist.  After the attack in 
the Gulf of Tonkin on USS Maddox on 2 August 1964 by naval forces of the Democratic 
Republic of Vietnam the B Group (Asian-Communist, reporting to Colonel Martin 
Landers, USAF) established B62 to collect and evaluate all relevant SIGINT † reported 
from monitoring sites in and around the Gulf.  The unit was an all-Navy show – Harney, 
a Senior Signals Analyst with degrees in mathematics and history, an aptitude for 
languages and a background in naval intelligence, supervised three officers and twelve 
enlisted CTs, Communications Technicians, none below the rank of Petty Officer 2nd and 
all graduates of the 39-week basic Vietnamese language course taught by the DLI.  
They’d been on the job for two straight days working eight-hour shifts and were well into
the analysis of the second incident of 4 August, in which the Maddox, joined by the 
destroyer C. Turner Joy, was attacked for the second time.

What the principal decision makers in Washington – Secretary of State Dean Rusk, 
national security advisor McGeorge Bundy, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs Earle G. 
Wheeler, the crisis manager Secretary of Defense Robert S. McNamara and President 
Lyndon B. Johnson – were calling the first Tonkin Gulf incident occurred in mid-
afternoon, in broad daylight, in international waters twenty or so miles off the coast of 
North Vietnam.  To the outside world an attack on a Navy destroyer seemed 
incomprehensible; a doomed and bizarre aberration perpetrated by some over-zealous 
local commander, and so they informed the world’s press.  But they knew otherwise.  
They knew otherwise because elements of the South Vietnamese military, recruited 
(including mercenaries from a number of countries), trained and equipped by American 
“advisors” were executing covert military operations authorized by OPLAN 34A-64.  
The Pentagon authored, White House approved OPLAN was a series of graduated 
military actions designed to convince the DRV to cease and desist its attempts to foment 
insurrection in Laos and South Vietnam.

In reality the 34A raids were never very effective – more annoying than crippling 
to the DRV.  Nevertheless, they were determined to defend against them and very quickly
blunted whatever nuisance value they possessed, but tension over these incursions 
between the DRV and the U.S. quickly reached the flash point.  Into this volatile mix the 
U.S. sent the Maddox into the gulf on what was known as a DESOTO patrol, an acronym 
that stands for DE Haven Special Operations off TsingtaO, named for the destroyer USS 
De Haven, the first ship to execute such a mission, in De Haven’s case, against the 
Chinese Naval Base at Tsingtao in the spring of 1962.  A DESOTO patrol, typically a 
destroyer, embarks a special SIGINT (signals intelligence) communications van the 
purpose of which is to eavesdrop on a country’s electronic communications.

The DESOTO patrol’s commanding officer was aware that 34A missions were 
being conducted in his patrol area but not in detail, not the targets to be attacked nor the 



exact dates of the attacks.  Many in the command structure above him, all the way up to 
and including the President, knew more and indeed, there is reason to believe the 34A 
planners welcomed the DRV’s perception the two missions were interrelated, either to 
divert defensive naval resources away from 34A targets or cause the activation of shore-
based radars the DESOTO patrol was tasked to discover.  It flies in the face of common 
sense that those at the highest levels of the U.S. Government, who approved both 
missions, would steadfastly adhere to the notion that the two events were totally 
unrelated: that if a 34A raid had taken place, it was a coincidence it happened near where 
Maddox was operating; yet they did.  As Secretary McNamara told the Senate Foreign 
Relations committee, Maddox “… was carrying out a routine patrol of the type we carry 
out all over the world at all times.”  It seems unlikely, even naïve, the planners would 
assume the DRV would make such a distinction.  Apparently, what no one foresaw was 
that the DRV might attack Maddox in retaliation for one or the collective whole of the 
34A raids.  It appears that this is what might have happened during the first incident.

The second incident, two days later, is as they say, a horse of another color.  
Indeed, as violent and dramatic as that event was, in reality, it never happened.  Some 
believe it was a gift because it opened the door to the bombing campaign the U.S. 
conducted against the DRV.

The marine officer who entered the suite and was now standing in front of Harney’s desk 
was well known to the commander.  They’d been students together when both were 
junior officers, attending and completing the DIA’s yearlong Naval Intelligence Officer 
course.  They’d struck up a friendship, despite the usual animosity between their 
respective services, even to the extent of sharing an apartment in Bethesda.  The officer 
was wearing a blue B visitor’s badge, which meant he could walk through the B Group’s 
suites without an escort but nowhere else within the sprawling complex.  His name was 
Robert Naylor, a graduate of the Naval Academy class of ‘56; a major with extensive 
military intelligence experience in Asia now assigned to the staff of Secretary of Defense 
Robert Strange McNamara.

Suite 3196 was not Harney’s usual office.  It consisted of two rooms; the outer 
office bare bones, without any of the commander’s memorabilia to relieve its starkness.  
It held a standard metal desk in government-gray, a safe, bookcase, teletypewriter and a 
few chairs and was separated by a glass-windowed wall from a larger room with a key-
coded door.  Through the window could be seen four additional teletypewriters manned 
by four Navy enlisted men, all wearing earphones, and a duty officer, this one a j.g. 
named Coyne.  The five teletypewriters were connected to one of the many, too many to 
count, IBM 704 mainframe computers in the building’s basement.  In one corner, tucked 
discreetly out of sight was an army cot made up in four-point-oh fashion.  On the wall 
facing the desk were four standard military clocks, each one reporting the time in a 
different time zone, ordered left to right, earliest to latest with convenient legends: 
Romeo, “-5”; Zulu or GMT, “0”; Golf, “+7”; and Hotel, “+8”.  The time was 11:34R, 4 
August 1964.

“Bobby, how is it you even know how to find your way here?”
“Colonel Landers said it was okay to talk to you.”
“About what?”
“About what’s happening in the Gulf of Tonkin.”



“I think it’s raining.  You found your way here so that means you can find your 
way out.”

“I come on a mission, by chopper from the Pentagon no less, from the Secretary 
himself and Landers said you could speak to me, strictly off the record… not for 
attribution… except the Secretary said if anyone knows what’s going on… it’s you.”

“Which secretary?”
“Defense.  Secretary McNamara said you were one of his best students at 

Harvard.  I thought you graduated from Princeton?”
“I did but I did grad work at Harvard.  Why did he send you?”
“I’m his Special Assistant for Military Intelligence.”
Before saying anything further Harney dialed the number of his commanding 

officer and spoke to his secretary, confirming that what Naylor said was true.  He put the 
phone down and said, “What does the Secretary want to know?”

“Like I said, he wants to know what’s shakin’ in the Gulf… and not the fuckin’ 
weather.”

“Them or us?”
“Both.”
“It just so happens my jarhead friend that the weather in the Gulf is very relevant 

to what’s shakin’.”
“Oh please… just for once, can we do without the inter-service rivalry?  Mike, 

this is really important; in fact, the Secretary is meeting with the Chiefs as we speak.”
“Maybe, just this once.  The DRV sailors are busting their humps trying to 

salvage the two P-4s damaged by the Ticonderoga’s jets.  As for the crews of the DDs, 
every higher command in the Pacific is beating on Commodore Herrick for confirmation 
that there really was an attack.  He is one busy sailor.”  Commodore Herrick was Navy 
Captain John J. Herrick, CTG 72.1, the local commander embarked in Maddox in 
command of the DESOTO mission.

“What do you think happened?  Was there an attack?”
“On the second or the fourth?”
“The fourth, of course.”

  “Not a chance.”
“You’re sure of that?  I mean, the President has ordered a retaliatory air strike.  If 

you have proof that there was no attack, there’s still time to abort the air action.”
“It won’t matter.  Those planes are going to fly that mission regardless what 

information B62 sends up.  Rusk, McNamara, Bundy and the Navy brass have been 
gearing up for this for months.”

“Okay, tell me in plain English why you believe there was no attack?”
“And you’ll pass to the Secretary what I say?”
“That’s why I’m here.”
“Why doesn’t he just read the hourly sitreps B Group is sending him?”
“Because he wants to hear it from the horse’s mouth.”
When Harney said nothing, just stared at the major with a puzzled look on his 

face Naylor said, “Mike, don’t you get it?  He’s afraid he’s not getting the facts free of 
the NSA’s agenda.”

*  *  *



After a pause to digest what Naylor just said, Harney motioned the major to a seat.  
“Okay, this is your dime; what shall we talk about?”

From his briefcase Naylor removed a two-page document and handed it to 
Harney.

“That’s this morning’s spot report from your bosses.  Did you write it?”
Harney read the document and then handed it back to the major.  “I wrote the first

part, most of it, but not the second.”
“Who wrote the second part?”
“Probably Col. Landers but it could have been any number of other people above 

him.”
“When I asked you whether there had been an attack by the DRV on 4 August 

you said ‘not a chance’, so I assume you disagree with the report’s writer?”
“Completely.”
“Would you mind explaining that?”
“What were in the exhibits?”
“What exhibits?”
“In the report I wrote there were five.  The analysis of the SIGINT is in those 

exhibits.”
“There were no exhibits in the copy we received.”
Harney motioned with his fingers for the document and read it again, twice.  He 

then said, “Well, what you have here is a summary and if I didn’t know better I’d say 
someone cherry picked the intercepts to support the notion that there was a second attack.
The exhibits, at least the ones I wrote say otherwise.”

“Are you suggesting your bosses are deliberately misrepresenting events in the 
gulf?”

“That would be a stupid thing to suggest without proof and I wouldn’t suggest it 
even if I had it.  What I will say is your boss and your boss’ boss don’t like to take no for 
an answer.  They’ve been looking for an excuse to hit the DRV for months and NSA may
just be being helpful.  I don’t know why the exhibits weren’t included.  Why don’t you 
ask Landers for copies?”

“I’m asking you for them.”
“Well, I can get them from our computer files but it will take at least an hour, 

possibly longer…”
“I don’t have an hour.”
“Yes… well even then, you wouldn’t be able to take them with you.  Every copy 

is accounted for and before I could leave the building I’d have to surrender them to a 
document burn officer.  Since Lander’s secretary confirmed you’re cleared for TOP 
SECRET KIMBO, why don’t I just tell you what’s in them?”

As Naylor removed a gold pen and a small notebook from his breast pocket he 
said, “If you wrote the first part, you obviously disagree with the Joint Staff too?”

“I think the entire incident could have been avoided if Herrick had kept his 
head… and of course, the fact that Maddox fired first makes us look like the aggressor.  
That, by the way, is what’s in three of the exhibits.”

“Captain Herrick says his first three shots were warning shots.”



“There is no such concept in the Army’s Law of Land Warfare, which the Navy 
claims governs its rules of engagement.  If a man-of-war fires at another man-of-war on 
the high seas, the one fired upon has every right to fire back.  Also, within the narrow 
confines of a hostile incursion inside what any nation claims to be its territorial waters, 
there is the doctrine of ‘hot pursuit’, which permits pursuit into international waters.  That
is exactly what the DRV did.  In fact, because Maddox went closer to the DRV coast than
twelve nautical miles, the MTBs were within their rights to fire even had Maddox not 
fired first.  That OPLAN 34A raid two nights before compromises our position.  Hanoi 
Radio, in its Vietnamese language broadcasts, is saying we shot first and they’re right, we
did.  The DRV will undoubtedly lodge a formal complaint with the International Control 
Commission.  Make sure you point that out to the Secretary.”

“Well, that’s a problem for the State Department.  We’re claiming that raid was 
strictly a South Vietnamese affair, done without our knowledge.”

“Which of course is bullshit.  Bobby, the night of the raid on Hon Me and Hon 
Ngu, 30-31 July, we intercepted a whole lot of boat-to-boat voice chatter and some Morse
between the lead boat and Da Nang.  What do you suppose the State Department will say 
if the DRV produces its own COMINT relating to that raid?  If you guys in the Pentagon 
think the DRV doesn’t have a SIGINT capability, albeit a primitive one compared to 
ours, you’d be mistaken.  The Peoples Republic certainly does and I’d expect them to 
share whatever they intercepted with their pals if it would embarrass us.”

“Like I said, we’ll deny the destroyers were associated in any way with whatever 
the South Vietnamese might have been doing.”

“Which may work for domestic political consumption but fails to account for 
what is in the minds of the DRV’s leadership.  They know what we’re up to in the gulf; in
fact, the basic premise behind 34A is to convince them that things are only going to get 
worse for them if they don’t stop supporting the insurrection in the south.”

“The Maddox fought off three attacking torpedo boats.  What exactly are you 
implying?”

“Just this.  One piece of COMINT, file time 02/1203G, intercepted by San Miguel
at 02/1403G was a recall order from Haiphong to T-142 and T-146, the two Swatow-class
patrol boats working as C3I relays with the MTBs: ‘ORDER 135 NOT TO MAKE WAR 
BY DAY.’  C3I is NSA’s term for command, control, communications and intelligence 
and 135 is Section 3 of MTB squadron 135 based at Port Wallut, which is thirty-five 
miles northeast of Haiphong.”

“I thought 135 was a boat?”
“The marines at the Army’s intercept site at Phu Bai initially thought so too.  

Section 3 consists of three P-4 types, T-333, T-336 and T-339.  The P-4 is a Soviet design
– aluminum hull, sixty or so feet long, 50-knot max speed, two 18-inch torpedo tubes, 
two twin 12.7-mm heavy machine guns, I-band Skin Head surface-search radar and a 
range of about 500 nautical miles.   The Soviets gave the DRV twelve of their cast-offs in
’61.

“Two of the P-4s, T-336 and T-339 closed to less than 3,000 yards but they never 
achieved an optimal coordinated attack attitude, probably because of Maddox’s fire.”

“How far were they from Maddox when she opened fire?”
“Ninety-eight hundred yards.”
“Isn’t that rather far for a torpedo attack?”



“Too far, by almost nine thousand yards… and from the worst possible bearing, 
dead astern.”

“Why is a stern attack the worst?”
“Because closing from 9,800 yards to 1,000 yards exposes the attacker to gunfire 

for more than ten minutes.  A bow-on attack would reduce that exposure to less than four 
minutes.”

“Are they incompetent?”
“No, I don’t think they were planning to attack.  I think when Maddox opened 

fire, they had no other option but to fire back.”
“If they weren’t planning to attack, what were they doing?”
“Chasing Maddox away.  I think they would have approached to within signaling 

distance, say 200 yards, and delivered some sort of message, probably by flashing Morse:
KEEP OUT OF OUR TERRITORIAL WATERS.  DO NOT RETURN, something like 
that.

“Instead, T-336 closed to 2,700 yards and fired one torpedo.  T-339 fired two at 
1,700 yards but several minutes later.  T-333 never fired any.  Perhaps she had none to 
fire.  She and T-339 then fell in astern of Maddox.  Maddox, on a southeasterly heading, 
avoided the three fish by turning to the east.  All torpedo wakes were seen to pass from 
100-400 yards to starboard.  T-336, apparently with one torpedo left, came abreast of 
Maddox and received a direct hit from the ship’s five-inch main battery.  Almost at the 
instant this P-4 was hit it launched its second torpedo.  This torpedo did not run.  
Possibly, the impact of the direct hit caused its release; or perhaps it was a dud.  We don’t
know why it failed to run, only that it did.

“All three P-4s sustained shrapnel hits from Maddox but only T-339 appears to 
have been seriously damaged.  Maddox was turning to finish them off when four F-8E 
Crusaders from the Ticonderoga arrived on the scene.  Maddox then proceeded to exit the
area leaving it to the aircraft to finish off the cripples.  They strafed all three boats with 
Zuni rockets and 20-mm cannon until they either expended their ordnance or ran low on 
fuel.  One F-8 suffered an in-flight mechanical failure, probably some sort of pilot error, 
and it and its wingman retired to the south.  Both were seen trailing black smoke, which 
may explain why the DRV thinks it shot down two planes.  Maddox followed the 
departing planes just in case the pilot had to ditch.  He landed safely at Da Nang and his 
wingman returned to the carrier.  One of the remaining pilots reported two P-4s, most 
likely T-333 and T-336 retiring slowly to the northwest.  Maddox then returned to 
Yankee Station for replenishment.  T-339 was seen dead in the water and burning and is 
presumed sunk.  COMINT intercepted by San Miguel confirms that the DRV too 
assumes it is sunk but it may still be out there, adrift and unable to communicate.”

“That’s pretty much what we heard from COMSEVENTHFLT.”
“Now here’s where it gets interesting.  As evidence that at least one of the 

Swatows was used as a relay, T-146 was explicitly instructed to order the recall of 
Squadron 135’s three elements.  Now there is some ambiguity concerning this message 
and one that was judged to be the attack order, file time 1400G, intercepted at 1409G.  In 
this message Port Wallut referred to the ‘enemy’ as a large ship and gave the Swatows 
Maddox’s correct location, speed and heading, including a garbled ‘THEN 
DETERMINE,’ whatever that phrase meant.”

“Explain the term ‘file time.’”



“We believe that is the time the originating radio operator entered the message in 
his log.”

“So, Port Wallut, which we know is subordinate to Haiphong, ordered the attack 
after Haiphong issued a recall?”

“If the 1409G message was indeed an attack order.  There was an attack so there 
must have been an attack order.  The Port Wallut message refers to an enemy, the only 
intercept within the timeframe of the attack we have that does and correctly locates 
Maddox, ergo: this must be the attack order.”

“NSA’s man at the Pentagon is calling it an attack order… unambiguously.”
“I never see the final product.  I only know what B62 is reporting and we’re 

calling it a position report.”
“Don’t you get any feedback from the people above you?”
“Feedback?  You mean political instructions about what I may or may not put in 

an internal report?”
“That’s not what I meant and you know it.”
“Almost never… except my quarterly reviews, which are all four-oh.  Specific 

feedback on product might reveal the agency’s position, something it tries to avoid… 
even to someone like me.  If you don’t like what you’re hearing from me, go talk to our 
liaison at the Pentagon.  That’s why he’s there.”

“I told you why I’m here.  The Secretary instructed me to talk with you… and no 
one else.”

“Bobby, I’m not saying there wasn’t an attack order.  I think Port Wallut probably
did order an attack, which is why Haiphong countermanded that order.  But if it did, it 
wasn’t intercepted.  Or possibly the relay from T-146 wasn’t received until after Maddox 
opened fire and we didn’t intercept that one either.  And once Maddox turned on her fire 
control radars, the comvan’s ability to monitor VHF would have been impaired.  That’s 
what I’m really saying, that we intercepted only a fraction of the traffic that must have 
passed between the DRV units, both ashore and afloat.  To think we got it all, even that 
we translated what we did get correctly is wishful thinking.  Phu Bai’s translation error 
rate, for example, relative to San Miguel’s makes their analysis suspect.”  

Naylor stared at his friend for a moment and then said, “I think I’m beginning to 
see why the Secretary sent me to see you.  Okay, so why do you say Herrick lost his 
head?”

“Several of the intercepts refer to ‘Khoai’ by name: ‘TO 135 & CADRE KHOAI’ 
and ‘KHOAI HAD MET THE ENEMY.’  We believe SOPA during the 2 August attack 
was Le Duy Khoai, the commander of Squadron 135, and he remained on the scene on 
the third and fourth to supervise the salvage operations.  It’s possible that Khoai had 
every intention of obeying the recall order but he may also have played a game of 
chicken with the Maddox.  You remember Rusk’s statement during the Cuban Missile 
Crisis; ‘We’re standing eyeball to eyeball and the other fellow just blinked?’  In this case 
it was Herrick who blinked.  Until Maddox opened fire the three elements of 135 were 
steaming in column.  They then arrayed themselves abreast and pressed home their 
attack, exactly what any man-of-war fired upon in international waters is expected to do.  
Three abreast is standard torpedo boat attack doctrine and as unlikely as it seems, it could
have been effective against Maddox – hell Bobby, you know as well as I when the 



shooting starts anything can happen – except the cavalry came to its rescue.  Maddox has 
three twin 5”/38 guns but she has only two fire control directors.”

“This is all very interesting, what happened on the 2nd, but what I really came here
to learn is what happened on the 4th?”

“Bobby, what I’m trying to tell you is how poorly the facts justify what we did on 
the 2nd, much less bombing the DRV for what didn’t happen on the 4th.  What gives us the
right to fire on another nation’s vessels while in international waters just because they 
approach?”

“Mike, for your own good, the 2nd is a closed case.  Now tell me what happened 
on the 4th, I’ll pass that along to the Secretary and we’ll let him and the Commander in 
Chief decide whether retaliation is in order.”

The atmosphere in the room had cooled noticeably.  Harney shook his head in 
frustration with his friend and said, “By all means; let’s discuss the 4th.  Okay, since 
you’re wetting your pants to get back to the Pentagon, let’s cut to the chase.  We have a 
fair bit of DRV COMINT, mostly Morse but some voice, from shortly after the 2 August 
incident right up to, during and immediately after the 4 August incident and none of it 
supports the notion that the second incident even occurred.”  Harney paused to let that 
sink in and then said,  “Did you hear what I just said; there is no COMINT, none, nada, 
that would lead us to conclude anything of any significance happened on the fourth other 
than a rather ambitious effort by the DRV to salvage their two damaged boats?”

“But there are two intercepts…”
“They’re being touted as referring to events of the fourth but they more likely 

pertain to the second.”
“Mike, I can give you the date-time groups…” as he reached inside his briefcase.
“Save your breadth.  I know all about those two intercepts and they don’t support 

what the Pentagon claims they do.  In fact, Phu Bai got the Vietnamese translations 
wrong.”

“They’re the most compelling evidence we have…”
“Yeah, evidence of salvage operations or commentary regarding an OPLAN 34A 

raid the DRV appears to have repulsed, or possibly political commentary concerning the 
first incident but not evidence of an attack on the destroyers on the fourth.”

There was a long pause while the two officers stared at each other, the major 
speechless and then Naylor said, “I need you to explain that in words a six year old would
understand.”

*  *  *

As he spoke Harney referred again and again to a three-ring binder containing Tonkin 
Gulf COMINT organized chronologically, flipping through messages and highlighting 
critical passages with a yellow marker.  “The two surviving P-4s were seen by 
reconnaissance aircraft from Ticonderoga the morning of 3 August in the estuary of the 
Song Ma near Lach Chao.  That’s pretty much due west of where the action took place.  
One, T-336 had been beached.  All that day and the next the monitoring sites intercepted 
messages pertaining to searching for and then salvaging the two boats… both boats even 
though Phu Bai reported at 1840G T-333 was ready to attack the DESOTO patrol.  San 
Miguel reported they were finally found by T-146 at about 1900G.  



“The salvage tug Bach Dang was sent from Haiphong to Mui Chao, underway we
believe at 0100G on the 4th.  Two Swatow-class boats, T-142 and T-146, ordered out of 
Hon Me by Haiphong, were central to the operation, both as radio relays and as active 
participants in the salvage.  According to Phu Bai T-142 reported that if Bach Dang 
‘MET THE DESOTO MISSION, IT WAS TO AVOID THEM,’ which we take to mean 
the DRV feared the destroyers might interfere with the salvage operation.

Harney read from a message he’d marked with a yellow tab. “Per 
2/G11/VHN/R10-64, 04/0850Z, T-146 sent this damage report to Haiphong: T-333 had 
minor damage but T-336 had suffered two wounded and was described as heavily 
damaged with many holes, deck gun barrel damaged, ‘all oil is’ possibly lost or 
contaminated, presumably by sea water.  If you recall T-336 was the vessel on which 
Maddox claimed a direct hit, although we know the F-8s also got in their licks?

 “When the tug arrived at about noon on the 4th it attempted to tow the two P-4s, 
probably back to Port Wallut.  Apparently the sea conditions were bad enough – 
remember, the gulf caught the tail end of a typhoon that arrived on the third – they 
attempted to rig some sort of bridle so T-146 could assist.  When that didn’t work the tug 
and T-146 each took a P-4 in tow.”

Harney showed Naylor another report, R41-64 04/1757Z that read in part: “T-142
INFORMED HAIPHONG THAT SWATOW T-146 IS PREPARED TO TOW MTB 
336.”

“And since T-336 could make way but was short of fuel, they did a transfer at sea 
to her from T-333.  In Phu Bai’s report of 04/1440Z, sent while the events of the 4th were 
unfolding, which by the way wasn’t sent Critic and should have been, to defuse the 
situation they created, is the statement, ‘WITH THE MTB 336 ADDED TO ITS 
STRING, IT APPEARS THAT T333 WILL NOT PARTICIPATE IN ANY MILITARY 
OPERATIONS.’  Yet, according to the destroyers they dodged no less than twenty-two 
torpedoes in the water, which means they were attacked by what must have been the 
DRV’s entire remaining force of P-4s, plus two more imaginary ones we didn’t know 
they had.  To make a long story short, that’s what the DRV was up to from the end of the 
first incident through the second… that plus defend the radar station at Cap Vinh Son and
a group of patrol boats moored at Cuo Ron, both shelled on the night of 3-4 August by 
four of the OPLAN 34A Nasties out of Da Nang.

“So, there is no COMINT; I say again, none, that supports an attack on the 4th, nor
did any of the eight pilots that participated report seeing any hostile DRV activity.  They 
have no idea what the destroyers were shooting at.  Now did I say that in words a six year
old would understand?”

“Then what were the destroyers shooting at?”
“Tonkin spook.”
“You mean weather and birds… shit like that?”
“And flying fish.”
“Mike, you’ve got to be joking?  Flying fish?”
“No Bobby, I’m in deadly earnest.  Fascinating creatures Exocoetidae, as they are 

known in the scientific literature, are abundant in tropical waters.  They don’t fly; they 
glide, on unusually large pectoral fins.  In 1920 a school of Exocoetidae was clocked, 
airborne, for over forty seconds, time enough for 8-20 radar sweeps, easily long enough 
to determine speed and heading.  According to NOAA, once airborne they can cover 



distances of 400 meters at more than 60 kilometers per hour, attain heights of 6 meters 
above the surface and their ability to do this is enhanced when the sea-state is roiled, as it 
was on the night of the 4th.  Possibly too, on an overcast, moonless night, as that one was, 
their need to be airborne to escape predation may be greater than when the light is good.  
Technology on a DD facilitates firing on such targets, and when they then disappear from
radar, they’re reported as having been sunk.

“I was curious how many Exocoetidae it would take to yield a five square meter 
radar target, which is more than 2x the return from an MTB coming straight in.  Per 
NOAA the average adult is 37 x 8 centimeters, which means 169 fish, a rather small 
school by NOAA standards, are sufficient.”*

“Is there any empirical evidence that a school of fish can appear on radar like a 
high speed boat?”

“None that I’m aware of.  It’s a theory, but it’s at least as plausible as some others
I’ve heard.  You want to hear another of my theories?  I think it’s possible the Chinese 
may have spoofed our radar with active ECM, just to see if they could.”

“How likely is that?”
“We can do it and so can the Soviets.  Is it that big of a stretch to allow that the 

PRC can too?”
“You’re the first person I’ve heard say that.  How sure are you?”
“I’m not, but since we’re now so fascinated with this particular body of water, I’d 

like to see the Navy send an AGTR into the gulf to study the phenomena we’re calling 
Tonkin spook.”

“What about skunks ‘N’, ‘O’ and ‘P’?  Surely they weren’t flying fish?”
“Chinese out of Basuo on Hainan.  We believe the PRC sortied three boats to 

shadow the destroyers.  We also believe their passive ECM is at least as good as ours so 
they were able to track the destroyers without radar.  They are also masters at maintaining
radio silence by communicating with flashing Morse.  We believe when they detected the
destroyers’ radar emissions they gathered to discuss the situation, and when the 
destroyers turned south to evade, they concluded there was little threat and departed the 
area.”

“How do you explain the sonar reports from Maddox of torpedoes in the water?”
“They heard cavitation sounds from her own propellers.  During high speed 

maneuvering sonar is useless.  Turner Joy heard nothing she interpreted as the sounds of 
torpedoes.”

“What about the 04/1115Z Critic issued by Phu Bai?”
Harney shook his head and made a thumbs-down gesture as he said, “That 

message is what set the whole thing in motion.  We don’t agree with their translations, 
nor does San Miguel.  We believe the Vietnamese phrase hanh quan should be translated 
as ‘long voyage’ rather than ‘military operations’ when seen in a salvage context.  
Towing two disabled MTBs to Port Wallut on the edge of a typhoon was certainly that.”

“That isn’t what NSA is telling the Pentagon.”
“I’ll say it again, I didn’t write those reports.  I’m telling you what I reported to 

my superiors.  I have no control over what they report to other agencies.  All I can do is 
tell it the way I see it,” and he showed Naylor a copy of his latest sitrep.

After reading the two-page report Naylor said, “If all this is true, we have no 
business bombing them for something they didn’t do.”



Harney nodded and said, “I agree, but the President’s men obviously aren’t 
listening.”  The grim-faced major hastily left suite 3196 and the head of B62 resumed his 
study of the intercepts and reports still coming in from the monitoring sites.

*  *  *

At 4:45 P.M. Maj. Naylor returned to suite 3196.  The B62 signals watch had just changed 
and Harney, who’d been on duty for almost thirty straight hours, was thinking about 
going home, to sleep in his own bed.  He judged that most of what was important to be 
known about events in the Tonkin Gulf were known and had been duly reported to those 
with a need to know.  So he was surprised to see his friend return.  “Bobby, if you keep 
dropping in on me like this, people are going to talk.”

“Mike, I need your help.”
“I’ve already briefed you on everything we know.  Nothing new has happened, 

certainly nothing to change our appreciation of the situation, since you left…” he looked 
up at the wall clocks and said, “four hours ago.”

“It’s gone way beyond the facts of the matter.  There’s been a leak, as there 
always is.  The White House press corps knows something happened in the gulf.  They’re
expecting an announcement of some sort of retaliation against the DRV.  There’s a pool 
TV camera set up in the Fish Room across from the Oval Office and Johnson intends to 
tell the American people about the raid when the bombers are over their targets.  He’s 
about to meet with congressional leaders to brief them about the attack on the 
destroyers…”

“Bobby, didn’t I show you enough COMINT to prove to you that nothing 
happened?”

“You did, but it doesn’t matter.  As you yourself said this morning, there is no 
way anyone can call off the air strike.  What we now need to do is give the President and 
the Secretary cover… from Goldwater and the reactionary right.  And there’s something 
else; the President intends to ask the Senate for some kind of joint resolution, so that 
later, they can’t say they weren’t consulted.”

“Now why doesn’t that surprise me?  It will give the senators cover too.  They can
always say they were shown secret messages that prove our ships were attacked.”

Naylor merely nodded.
“Did you share with your boss what I showed you?”
“I did, but your bosses at NSA have been telling him something else and he thinks

what they are telling him is sufficient to justify the raid, even if later, when more 
evidence becomes available, the facts suggest otherwise.  The administration can always 
argue that the fog of war made early retaliation necessary, to demonstrate to the DRV the 
serious consequences that result from attacking U.S. ships in international waters.”

“And that they didn’t do this doesn’t concern them?”
“It does but the election in November concerns them more.”
“So, I don’t see how I can be of any help.”
“I want you to read a draft of a spot report NSA intends to issue and tell me 

whether you think this can stand up to congressional scrutiny.”  He handed Harney a 
single sheet of paper, which read:



“ALTHOUGH INITIAL MESSAGES INDICATED THAT THE T142, T146 
AND T333 WOULD BE INVOLVED IN THE ATTACK ON THE DESOTO 
PATROL, SUBSEQUENT MESSAGES SUGGEST THAT NONE OF THESE 
WAS INVOLVED.  REPORTS FROM THE MADDOX THAT IT WAS 
UNDER ATTACK SOME SEVENTY NAUTICAL MILES NORTHWEST OF 
THE NAVAL BASE AT QUANG KHE SUGGEST THAT NAVAL UNITS 
SUBORDINATE TO THE SOUTHERN FLEET COMMAND WITH ITS 
HEADQUARTERS AT BEN THUY (NEAR VINH) WERE INVOLVED IN 
THE SECOND ATTACK.”

Harney handed the message back to Naylor and said, “This won’t fool anyone 
who can read a map, do simple math and knows that all of the DRV’s P-4s are based at 
Port Wallut.  Where they are based isn’t exactly common knowledge but it is known, 
certainly by some members of the Armed Services committees in both houses.”

“Why, exactly, won’t this work?”
“For several reasons: first, only Swatow-class patrol boats are based at Quang Khe

and Ben Thuy, and they carry no torpedoes.  Second, as we’ve already seen, T-333, the 
only P-4 close enough to the DESOTO patrol to attack had transferred most of its fuel to 
T-336 and was being towed to Port Wallut by Bach Dang.  And third, Turner Joy 
reported the torpedo attack came from the northeast.  That would mean, based on 
message file times, an end-run from Quang Khe of almost 200 miles to avoid detection 
by radar while positioning for an attack.  Even if P-4s were stationed at Quang Khe, they 
would have had to be traveling at almost 80 knots to reach the point of attack that Joy 
reported.  The run from Ben Thuy is even farther.  Staging from Port Wallut, which the 
SIGINT does not support, would have required those boats to travel at almost 70 knots, a 
boat whose maximum speed is 50 knots.  Remember too, per standard doctrine, if given a
choice an MTB will always attack from the bow.  If the DRV really wanted to take on the
destroyers, they would have maneuvered around them and ambushed them from the 
south.  There certainly was time for that, if they really wanted to do it… but we know 
they didn’t.”

“I was afraid you’d say something like that.  So, here’s another idea we’ve come 
up with.  It involves those two intercepts you refused even to discuss this morning.”  He 
then handed Harney a paste-up of the two messages.  Someone had taped the two 
together, as if they really were one message, and changed a few words to transition 
smoothly between them.  Harney read the message carefully, twice, and then he said, 
“Why doesn’t the President call off the raid and tell the American people what really 
happened?”

“It’s too late.  If he fails to act decisively Goldwater will attack him for being a 
weak sister and soft on communism.  And if he goes ahead with the bombing mission and
it’s later revealed that the SIGINT proved there was no attack; he’ll look like a 
warmonger.  Either way, he’ll lose in November.  Mike, if he loses we’ll have Goldwater 
and probably Nixon and that crowd of fascists around him.  Is that what you want… 
because that’s what you’ll get?”

“Who are we?”
“You don’t need to know.  Better for you that you don’t know.”
“Do people above me in NSA know about this?”



“Like I said, better that you don’t know… but… and you never heard this from 
me… I believe they do.”

“What exactly do we want me to do?”
“You didn’t say whether you thought this would work?  Will it?”
Harney read the message again and this time he made a few changes.  When he 

finished it read:
DRV NAVAL ENTITY REPORTS LOSSES AND CLAIMS AIRCRAFT SHOT 
DOWN

[U/I]: TRAa 4 AUG 64  2242G
- -

[U/I]: LAPa - -

After the 135 had already started to report to you, we shot down two 
enemy planes in the battle area, and one other plan was damaged.  We sacrificed 
two ships and all the rest are okay.  The combat spirit is very high and we are 
starting out on the hunt and [are waiting to] receive assignment.  Men are very 
confident because they themselves saw the enemy planes sink.  The enemy ship 
could also have been damaged.  Report this information back to the unit (C val to 
mobilize them.)

(a)  Not identified.

He pushed it over to Naylor and waited for his reaction.
“What are TRA and LAP… and C val?”
“TRA is our code word for Haiphong and LAP refers to T-142, but there is an 

analyst at San Miguel, an otherwise very good one, who consistently gets these mixed up.
He uses TRA to refer to T-142 and LAP when the intercept concerns My Duc.  It’s no big
deal.  I keep meaning to send him a warning but I’ve been too busy.  I’m thinking we 
need to make the same error, to show consistency.  ‘C val’ is ‘unidentified command 
authority’, meaning the translator cannot determine which unit is being discussed.”

“Why those changes?”
“To pass the smell test it has to be a translation by a linguist, normally the first 

point of contact in the chain of custody.  Those two intercepts are circulating outside 
NSA.  Someone who’s seen them and then this as a report might wonder why comrades 
was changed to ships.”

“You really think this will work?”
“Only if the original intercepts never see the light of day.  In Vietnamese 

comrades is dong chi; ship or boat is tau or thuyen but tau is shorter and T shorter still, 
which is why DRV uses T when referring to specific boats.  If you show those messages 
to any Vietnamese linguist he will know immediately the translation was changed.  A 
native speaker would never use dong chi to refer to a ship.”

“What else do we need to know about this message that could bite us in the ass?”
“Well, call it an after-action report even though it doesn’t even come close to 

what a real DRV A-A report looks like.  No one in the audience for this has ever seen one
so they would have no basis for challenging the Secretary when he waves it under their 



noses.  Don’t let anyone make a copy of it nor let anyone see it that isn’t cleared TOP 
SECRET KIMBO.  If I’m not mistaken, that means only the Senate Foreign Relations 
and Armed Services committees, but not their staffs.”

“What about the other message; the one NSA is planning to release?”
“Release it.  It will confuse people and that’s what you want.”
“Okay, but we can’t just type this thing up and pass it around.  How do we get it 

into the political pipeline?”
“Whom do you wish to discover it?”
Naylor thought for a moment and then said, “CINCPAC.  The Secretary is beating

on him, by phone no less, for confirmation.  On the subject of bombing the DRV Admiral
Sharp is a hawk’s hawk and is wetting his pants to get something like this.”

Harney dialed the combination to his safe and removed a binder marked 
NOFORN TOP SECRET TROPE.  He thumbed through it until he found what he was 
looking for and then sat at the teletypewriter and entered the message, first the 
information from the TROPE binder and then the message itself.  When he was finished, 
before pressing the SEND key he turned to Naylor and said, “Are you absolutely sure you
really want to do this?  There’s no way you can convince them to stand the bombers 
down?”

“None.”
“If I send this, there are still things you are going to have to do?”
“What things?”
“Those two intercepts, the originals at San Miguel; they have to disappear, but 

don’t destroy them, misfile them.  Shit is constantly being misfiled around here.  And the 
analyst or analysts who handled the originals must be transferred but don’t make it look 
like they’re being punished.  Send them to another SIGINT command, say Keelung, and 
make them think it’s because they’re the best and they’re needed at the other command.  
And this crew, B62; it needs to be dispersed to other communications commands… 
including me.”

“What is TROPE?”
“You’re not cleared for TROPE but I’ll tell you enough to know what’s going to 

happen.  Suppose one of our monitoring sites has been compromised and the Soviets or 
the Chinese are reading our messages.  Let’s suppose we want to feed them some 
misinformation through the compromised channel.  TROPE gives us the capability to do 
that, to initiate a message here that will look to anyone reading it as if it actually 
originated at the compromised site.  I intend to send this from San Miguel as a flash to 
CINCPAC and a few others.  No one, other than you and I and whomever you tell will 
know it actually came from here, unless they have access to the encrypted log of this 
particular teletypewriter.  Since you say NSA is already on record as endorsing this 
scheme, they have no reason to look beyond the obvious: that an analyst at San Miguel 
sent a message of obvious importance to higher authority.”

“What about the analyst at San Miguel?”
“He’ll never know… unless you tell him.”
“Send it.”
“You’re sure?  Bobby, we’re going to kill a lot of innocent people.”
“It’s just a one-time thing and the targets are all sites that support these MTBs that

really did attack Maddox on 2 August.  Send it.”



Harney stared at his friend for a very long time.  Naylor stared back, 
unflinchingly.  Finally Harney pressed the SEND key and the future of the United States 
of America changed in ways no one alive at the time could ever imagine.

###

Author’s note: When Devil’s Advocacy Fails… Bad Things Happen is a work of 
historical fiction – a melodramatic rendering of the Gulf of Tonkin incident as seen 
through the eyes of two American intelligence officers, one of whom has access to secret 
radio messages between naval units, both ashore and afloat, of the Democratic Republic 
of Vietnam.  Such messages are known as COMINT (communications intelligence), and 
were intercepted by NSA listening posts in the region during the incident.  As such, the 
story depends for factual information – dates, times, chronologies, the names of real 
participants and the text of those messages relevant to the story – from a number of 
sources.  I wish to acknowledge them here.  Two that stand out are: Tonkin Gulf and the 
Escalation of the Vietnam War, Edwin E. Moïse, 1996, The University of North Carolina 
Press; and Skunks, Bogies, Silent Hounds, and the Flying Fish: The Gulf of Tonkin 
Mystery, 2-4 August 1964, Robert J. Hanyok, Cryptologic Quarterly, published by the 
Center for Cryptologic History, NSA, 1998.

This document, approved for release by NSA on 11-03-2005, pursuant to FOIA 
Case # 43933, was originally classified TOP SECRET.  Both Moïse and Hanyok do an 
excellent job of organizing and making sense of the NSA intercepts,  which can be 
examined, those that have been released and /or have not been redacted, at the NSA’s 
public website. 

Moïse’s book also benefits from interviews he conducted in the Socialist Republic
of Vietnam in 1989.  

The story’s two characters, Harney and Naylor, are fictitious, as is the TROPE 
system, purely my invention to build on what Hanyok wrote about the mystery of the 
conflated messages.  He writes: “The exact ‘how’ and ‘why’ for this effort to provide 
only the SIGINT that supported the claim of an attack remain unknown.  There are no 
‘smoking gun’ memoranda or notes buried in the files that outline any plan or state any 
justification.  Instead, the paper record speaks for itself on what happened: …  From the 
evidence, one can easily deduce the deliberate nature of these actions.  And this 
observation makes sense, for there was a purpose to them: This was an active effort to 
make SIGINT fit the claim of what happened during the evening of 4 August in the Gulf 
of Tonkin.  The question why the NSA personnel handled the product the way they did 
will probably never be answered.”  [Emphasis added.]

A statement such as that in the historical record invites the writer of fiction to 
invent a plausible explanation, something I have attempted to do.

In reference to USS De Haven, specifically, the explanation of the DESOTO 
acronym, I planned to contrast De Haven’s successful1962 DESOTO patrol against the 
Chinese Naval Base at Tsingtao, executed without a single shot being fired, with that of 
the Maddox.  The motivation for that comparison can be found in The President’s War, 
Anthony Austin, 1971, The New York Times, pg. 269.  Austin, writing about Captain 
Herrick’s dilemma, being required to resume the DESOTO patrol after the 2 August 
incident says: “And something did happen and, flung from complacency to alarm, he had 

https://www.nsa.gov/news-features/declassified-documents/gulf-of-tonkin/sigint-reports/index.shtml
http://nsarchive.gwu.edu/NSAEBB/NSAEBB132/relea00012.pdf
http://nsarchive.gwu.edu/NSAEBB/NSAEBB132/relea00012.pdf


opened fire (where a more knowing operator might have waited), thus perhaps provoking 
the torpedo attack that otherwise might not have taken place.”  My own experience 
serving in a destroyer that spent many months (in 1965, 1966 and 1967) in the gulf on 
shore bombardment missions (and experiencing Tonkin “spook” first hand) against the 
DRV, and that sentence in Austin, led me to develop the thesis in my story that the 2 
August incident could have been avoided.  I believe Austin and now I are the only writers
who have written critically of Herrick’s performance.  Unfortunately, space limitations 
forced me to shorten the text and delete De Haven’s exceptional story.  Nevertheless, I 
wish to acknowledge The First DESOTO Patrol, RADM James W. Montgomery, USN 
(ret), then CDR Montgomery, commanding officer of De Haven, and the ship’s smooth 
logs of the patrol, both available at USS DeHaven Sailors Association.

I have endeavored to be true to the facts and believe I have.  Certain passages and 
all of the dialogue are fictitious, purely the product of my imagination.  * For example, 
the discussion of how many flying fish it takes to yield a five square meter radar target is 
an invention, while the physical properties of Exocoetidae and their gliding ability are 
facts.  NSA unit B62 is fictitious; however, Hanyok refers to B26 thrice, first on pg. 37: 
“After the 2 August attack, the analytical division concerned with the North Vietnamese 
problem, B26, had established an informal twenty-four-hour watch center to handle the 
SIGINT reporting from the Gulf of Tonkin.” and in footnotes 138: “B26 COMINT 
Technical Report #009-65…” and 142: “…The supplements were what the B26 crisis 
center used in generating the after action report, ‘T-10.’”  T10-64, a real NSA translation,
2/O/VHN/T10-64, 04/1559Z August 1964, is the TROPE message coauthored by Naylor 
and Harney and used by Secretary of Defense Robert S. McNamara to convince the 
Senate to approve what is known as the Tonkin Gulf Resolution, a document that gave 
the President a blank check to conduct the American phase of the Indochina War, 
arguably the most costly consequence of the Cold War.  (Historians cannot agree on the 
number of dead and wounded, but 2-4 million, mostly civilians, is an estimate frequently 
seen.)

The NSA prospective report text Naylor shows Harney is part of 3/O/VHN/R01-
64 Spot Report, 5 August 1964.  The report is dated 4 August but apparently was not 
actually released until the 5th.  In discussing this text Hanyok says of it: “Accusing the 
Swatow craft of participating in the attack was no ‘solution’; in fact, it only added to the 
confusion.  In reality, though, this statement by NSA was a vain attempt to cover the 
problem of the contradictory report from Phu Bai.  It was nothing but speculation – 
ignorant speculation at that.”

I also took liberties with the date of Radio’s Hanoi’s broadcast, from their point of
view, of the events of 2 August.  The CIA’s Foreign Broadcast Information Service 
(FBIS) recorded the first English language broadcast on 12 August 1964 (Austin, pg. 
262), but it is reasonable to assume they were discussing the incident in their Vietnamese 
language broadcasts earlier than that (NSA failed to intercept, or at least, has not 
disclosed it did).

Finally, the paper The Gulf of Tonkin Mystery: The SIGINT Hounds Were 
Howling, dated 5 December 2005 (one month after the FOIA action that caused the 
release of Hanyok’s article) and written by NSA’s Louis F. Giles, Director of Policy and 
Records (available at the NSA website), is a CYA rejoinder to Hanyok and even if 100% 
believable, is too little too late, since the U.S. bombed North Vietnam on 5 August 1964 

https://www.nsa.gov/news-features/declassified-documents/gulf-of-tonkin/articles/assets/files/release-2/rel2_thoughts_intelligence.pdf
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for something it didn’t do and Secretary McNamara manipulated the Senate to get the 
Tonkin Gulf Resolution on 6 August 1964 using the TROPE message, however it was 
generated.

The conclusions, implied or expressed in the story are solely those of its author, 
me.  All links checked and updated September 5, 2016.

†Acronyms and Abbreviations

AGTR A U.S. Navy Belmont-class technical research ship, designed to collect 
and process foreign communications and electronic emissions – a spy 
ship.

CINCPAC U.S. Navy designation for Commander in Chief Pacific, at the time of the 
story, Admiral Ulysses S. Grant Sharp.

COMINT Communications intelligence
COMSEVENTHFLT

U.S. Navy designation for Commander Seventh Fleet, at the time of the 
story Admiral Roy L. Johnson, Commodore Herrick’s commanding 
officer.

Comvan Communications van, a bulk shipping container packed with electronic 
listening devices and a cryptographically enhanced teletypewriter.

Critic A flash message (highest priority) issued over the NSA’s Critical 
Intelligence Communications (Criticomm) network.

CTG Commander Task Group, a U.S. Navy designation.  For example, CTG 
72.1 was the commander of a group of one or more vessels (Commodore 
Herrick).  The vessels would then be designated 72.1.1 (Maddox), 72.1.2 
(Turner Joy), etc.

C3I Command, control, communications, and intelligence
DIA Defense Intelligence Agency
DLI Defense Language Institute
DRV Democratic Republic of Vietnam
ECM Electronic counter measures; may be either passive (listen) or active 

(attack, jam, spoof or disrupt).
ELINT Electronic intelligence
ICC International Control Commission, (Canada, India, Poland) established by 

the Geneva Accords of 1954 to oversee reunification of Vietnam.
KIMBO Code word making a document’s security classification level higher than 

TOP SECRET, as in TOP SECRET KIMBO.
MTB Motor torpedo boat; a high-speed patrol boat armed with torpedoes.
Nasty A Tjeld-class state-of-the-art fast patrol boat built in Norway, at least six 

of which were supplied to the Navy of the Republic of Vietnam by the 
U.S. for use in OPLAN 34A covert missions, an early example of 
Vietnamization, before it acquired that name.

NOAA National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration



NOFORN Disclosure to non-U.S. citizen expressly forbidden, a U.S. document 
security provision.

NSA National Security Agency
P-4 A Soviet designed MTB, not state-of-the-art but well designed.
PRC Peoples Republic of China
SIGINT Signals intelligence, a generalization of COMINT and ELINT, taken to 

mean either or both.
Skunk Unidentified surface radar contact.
SOPA Senior Officer Present Afloat
Swatow A Chinese designed patrol boat first seen by the U.S. in the harbor at 

Swatow, Peoples Republic of China.
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