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Annomauyus. B cTaTbe Ha OCHOBE THIATEJLHOIO aHAM3a MHOXECTBA BIIEPBbIE BBONMMbBIX B Hay4-
HBIIf 000POT TOKYMEHTOB M3 POCCUMCKUX, a TAKXKE Psia 3apyOesKHBIX apXUBOB pacCMaTPUBACTCS
onuH u3 repuonoB B uctopuu Coserckoro Coro3a, KOTna ero BIMsSHIE Ha MUPOBOIA apeHe J10-
CTUTJIO MaKCUMyMa. DTO ObLT HEOOIBIION IO UICTOPUYECKUM MepKaM OTPE30K BPeMeHH, KOTaa
y pyist COBETCKOTo rocyAapcTBa HaXOAUIOCh TaK Ha3bIBA€MOE «KOJUIEKTUBHOE PYKOBOJICTBO»
Bo miaBe ¢ JI.. bpexnesbim, A.H. Kocbirnubim u H.B. TTonropHbiM. ABTOpBI CTaTbU MOKa3bl-
BatoT, uto npespaineHue CCCP B onHY U3 IByX MUPOBBIX CBEpX/AEpXkKaB eBa JIK CTaJlo Obl BO3-
MOXHbIM, eciii Ob1 CILIA He nmorepnenu nopaxeHue B Ungokurae. YtoObl qoKa3aTh cripaBen-
JINBOCTH 3TOTO Te3Mca, aBTOPhI C(HOKYCUPOBAIM BHUMAaHKE Ha COOBITUSIX OTHOTO U3 IIOBOPOTHBIX
3IM30/I0B XOJIOMHOM BOWHBI, TPUXOIIIETOCS Ha MepBoe nojyroaue 1965 r. B aTom KoHTeKCcTe
TOIBEPTHYTHI CKPYIYJIE3HOMY aHaIU3y X0 U pe3ynbTarhl neperoBopos A.H. Kocbsiruna ¢ pyko-
ponutensimu JIPB, KHP u KHJIP. Benb nMeHHO TOra, COriacHO MCCIIeAYyeMbIM JOKYMEHTaM,
Cogerckuii Coro3 u3 HabonaTess1 hakTUYECKHU MPEeBPaTUIICS B OJHOTO M3 YYaCTHUKOB BOMHBI
Bo BreTHame (1 mupe — npotuBoctosinus ¢ CIIA Ha [lanbHeM Boctoke) B cocTaBe aHTUaMe-
pukaHckoit koamuunu CCCP — KHP — JIPB — KH/IP. Xots peub 31ech BeneTcs O CTpaTeru-
YeCKOM 3aMBbICTIe, €T0 POXKACHUE, KaK 9TO 3a4aCTyIO TPOUCXOIUT B PEAIbHON MOTUTHUKE, OBIIIO
TOYTU CIYYaiiHbIM, a TO[UIMHHbIE aBTOPBI U3y4aeMOli TeONnoIUTUYECKO KOMOMHALIUY JOJITHE
TO/ibl OCTABAJTUCh B TEHU UCTOPUU.

Karoueswie crosa: Boetnam, [pesnmaym LIK KITCC, Bropas Mnnokuratickas BoitHa, KHP, bpex-
HeB, Jle 3yaH, «TpULIEHTPUYHBII» MUPOIOPSIIOK, KOHCTEIUISILIMS KPU3UCOB, BOSHHASI IIOMOILIb.
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Abstract. On the basis of a scrupulous analysis of a large body of documents from both Russian and
a number of other international archives, the authors examine — for the first time in historical lit-
erature - the period in the history of the Soviet Union when the Soviet influence in world affairs
reached its zenith. This was a short period, by historical standards, when the so-called “collective
leadership” headed by Leonid Brezhnev, Alexey Kosygin, and Nikolay Podgorny was at the helm
of the Soviet state. The authors show that it is unlikely that the USSR’s transformation into one of
the global superpowers would have been possible were it not for the US’s defeat in Indochina. To
prove this assertion, the authors have focused on developments related to one of the turning points
of the Cold War, namely the first half of 1965. In this context, they scrutinise the course and results
of the negotiations between Kosygin and the leaders of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam, the
People's Republic of China, and the Democratic People's Republic of Korea. Indeed, it was then,
as evidenced by examined documents, that the Soviet Union de facto turned from an observer into
a participant in the Vietnam War (and, more broadly, in the confrontation with the United States
in the Far East) as part of the anti-American coalition of the USSR — PRC — DRV —DPRK. Al-
though the authors discuss a strategic intent behind the coalition, its birth — as it often happens in
real politics — was almost accidental, while the genuine masterminds of this geopolitical combina-
tion under consideration have remained in the shadow of history for many years.

Keywords: Vietnam, Presidium of the CPSU Central Committee, Second Indochina War, People’s
Republic of China, Lé Duan, “tricentric” world order, constellation of crises, military aid.

Historical memory is a system-forming factor in the process of constructing a new world order
based on the idea of polycentricity (multipolarity). For the new centers of power on the rise, his-
tory in itself, one way or another, has become an integral part of politics as their ruling elites pay
much closer attention to past relations with other nations, including Russia. And this is of para-
mount importance to us from a practical point of view as foreign policy, after all, is a mechanism
prone to inertia. However, gaining access to new sources of data allows us to gain clearer insight
into the evolution of relations that the Soviet Union/Russia fostered with the nations mentioned
above. This category includes such rapidly developing Asian states as China and Vietnam, who
have played a significant part within the system of Russia’s contacts with nations in East and
Southeast Asia. We are interconnected with these nations through decades of uneasy relations,
which are primarily based on cooperation and mutual assistance, and focused on confronting a
common external threat.

The authors, while not experts on either China or Vietnam, do not make it their intention to
invade into the domain of researching history, nor do they intend to explore the details of the in-
ternal political landscape created by these nations. This task is successfully handled by prominent
Russian Sinologists and Vietnamologists, including, for instance, a large team of authors (com-
prising a few foreign researchers) who have compiled an entire volume of the five-volume Full
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Academic History of Vietnam published by the Presidium of the Russian Academy of Sciences'.
Among them, in particular, are Lyudmila Anosova, Sergey Blagov, Evgeny Kobelev, Grigory Lok-
shin, Vladimir Mazyrin, Oksana Novakova, Pavel Pozner, Anatoly Sokolov, Maxim Syunnerberg,
Tatiana Filimonova, and Petr Tsvetov. We should also mention a body of work by Ilya Gaiduk~,
who blazed the trail for examining the USSR’s policies in the Indochina wars using archival docu-
ments, as well as a book written by Dmitry Zusmanovich®. Tt would be unjust to omit a brilliant
monograph by Alexei Bogaturov, still relevant today, which addresses “the history of international
relations in East Asia after World War I1 by employing the pass-through evaluation approach”, or
a recently resealed article by Vladimir Kolotov™.

The purpose of our research is to offer fresh insight into how the Soviet Union’s policies to-
ward the Second Indochina War were shaped. We will do so by introducing into scholarly dis-
course new documents from domestic archives, which until now have been totally inaccessible.
We are hopeful that additional articles we have written will also be made available to readers, in
which, together with this article, issues of strategic planning and history of the USSR foreign poli-
cies throughout the same period, the 1960-s, in relation to other nations of the East, have been
considered, thereby allowing us to make broader generalizations.

The greater part of the documents drawn upon therein relate to the period of the initial
months, when the new collective leadership in charge of the USSR headed by Leonid Brezhnev,
Alexey Kosygin, and Nikolay Podgorny, commenced their governance activity. The new team
came to power after Nikita Khrushchev, who was relieved from his post of First Secretary and
member of the Presidium of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union Central Committee
(CPSU CC) on October 14, 1964, and, on the following day, when he was also relieved from his
post of the head of the Soviet government by the Presidium of the USSR Supreme Council. Over
that period, when Indochina witnessed disturbing developments connected with the beginning of
a systematic air campaign waged by the US against the DRV, and later when US Army expedition-
ary forces invaded Vietnam, Moscow was confronted with tough decisions. It would not be an ex-
aggeration to state that those decisions were instrumental in predetermining the next step forward
in the development of the Cold War. As will be outlined below, over this period various individual
elements continued to fall into place and began to form a certain pattern, a “three-center” world
order (though the term “tri-polar” that springs to mind is hardly appropriate, as it is common
knowledge that there are only two poles), which relied upon an asymmetrical power balance among
the USSR, the USA, and the PRC, therefore the Second Indochina War of 1959—1975 played a
most critical role in defining these dynamics. Interestingly, Alexei Bogaturov even wrote about
China’s experience of “breakthrough growth to attain supremacy”5 (in fact, it was precisely the
way the Chinese leaders assessed that period’s existing global balance of power).

“FRATERNAL SOCIALIST NATION”

One can assert that under Nikita Khrushchev, and also under Joseph Stalin, Vietnam enjoyed
only peripheral attention from the political leadership of the USSR. Nevertheless, Moscow was
well aware of Ho Chi Minh, an old member of the Leninist International, and the Vietnamese
Communist Party delegations who were regular visitors to the Soviet Union. An interesting dia-
logue between Georgy Malenkov, Chairman of the USSR Council of Ministers, and Pham Van
Ddng, Prime Minister of the Socialist Republic of Vietnam, provides a clear picture of the nature
of such relations. The discussion occurred in July of 1954, when the Vietnamese leader travelled

! Anocosa JLA., baaeose C.A., Jlokwun I'M. u dp. TlonHast akagemudeckast ucropust Beetnama. T. IV. Y. 1.
Hogeitee Bpemst (1897—1975 1r.) / pen. O.B. HoBakosa. M., 2014.

2 Gaiduk 1.V, The Soviet Union and the Vietnam War. Chicago, 1996; Idem. Confronting Vietnam. Soviet
Policy toward the Indochina Conflict. 1954—1963. Stanford, 2003.

3 3yemanosuu J]. CoBETCKO-aMepUKAHCKME OTHOLIIEHHS U BoiiHa BO BoeTHame. 1964—1968 rr. M., 2016.

* Koaomoe B.H. Crparernueckue npuopuretsl IPB u CIUA Bo BTopoit Mnnokuraiickoii Boitne //
Bocrok (Oriens). 2022. Ne 5. C. 55-67.

boeamypoes A.Jl. Benukue nepxasbl Ha Tuxom okeane. M., 1997. C. 143.
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through Moscow on his way back home from Geneva, where he attended a peace conference on
Indochina. According to the memoirs of Mikhail Kapitsa, after hearing Pham Viin Ddng’s request
that the USSR render assistance, Malenkov took it in stride, overall, and then began to consider
the request using the following logic: “The emergence of people’s democracies requires a great
deal of effort and resources, the Soviet Union alone cannot handle such a task, so it would be
expedient to divide the functions between the USSR and the PRC. The Soviet Union would be
responsible for the strengthening of socialism and people’s democracy in Europe, while China
would be in charge of Southeast Asia”®. Thus, it can be concluded that for the Presidium of the
Communist Party Central Committee, Vietnamese affairs first and foremost were relegated to the
scope of responsibility of their Chinese comrades’.

As for the alignment of forces within the highest echelon of power in North Vietnam, accord-
ing to the opinion of Soviet Ambassador to the DRV throughout 1962—1964 Suren Tovmasyan,
it too did not instill much optimism. As follows from Tovmasyan’s reports to the Center, Ho Chi
Minh “was put on the back burner” — he was contemplating retirement, while all the power was
concentrated in the hands of First Secretary of the Central Committee of the Vietnamese Work-
ers’ Party (VWP) Lé Duén’s associates, who, allegedly, were oriented toward China and sup-
ported by the majority of Party militants®. As a matter of fact, these circumstances, and consid-
ering the fierce battle for leadership in the world Communist movement between the Communist
Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU) and the Communist Party of China (CPC), were not viewed
favorably by Moscow, and did not score any points for the leaders of the Central Committee of
the Vietnamese Workers’ Party (VWP) (which was clearly illustrated by the two-fold reduction of
Soviet assistance to the DRV throughout the 1962—1964 period.)g.

However, Soviet leaders always shared the geopolitical aspirations of the Vietnamese Com-
munists, firmly believing that they were in line with the national and state interests of the USSR.
Such was the situation under Stalin, who through consultations helped define the key foreign
policy objectives of the Vietnamese Communists, namely to set up an Indochina Federationlo, a
course that was reiterated under Khrushchev. The latter’s conversation with Pham Vin Ddng on
July 3, 1961, for example, attests to this. While offering commentary to Khrushchev concerning
a map showing the disposition of liberation troops in the south of the country, Pham Vin Ddng
noted that an encouraging environment was being molded in South Vietnam: “When a favorable
moment occurs, and when sufficient resources have been accumulated, we will raise the issue of
seizing power. Our government will have a national democratic platform and will adopt the prin-
ciple of neutrality in foreign policy affairs.

¢ Kanuya M.C. Ha pa3HbIX napamiessix. 3anucku aumiomata. M., 1996. C. 269.

7 This stance was reflected in corresponding policy papers. For more details please refer to: Gaiduk 1.V.
Confronting Vietnam. Soviet Policy toward the Indochina Conflict. 1954—1963. P. 64—65. On the “carly”
stage of the Soviet-Vietnamese relations and China’s role in them, please refer also to the work by M.
Olsen: Olsen M. Soviet-Vietnam Relations and the Role of China, 1949—64. Oxford, 2005. According to
the Norwegian researcher, from autumn 1962 through autumn, 1964, the Soviet Embassy in Hanoi was
substantially isolated from any contacts with the leaders of the Central Committee of the Vietnamese
Workers’ Party (Ibid. P. 118), and this factor had a serious impact on Tovmasyan’s assessments.

From Tovmasyan’s diary. Record of conversation with Ho Chi Minh, Le Duan, Pham Van Dong and
Xuan Thuy. 25/12/1963 // Apxus BHelHel moautuku Poccuiickoit @enepanun (nanee — ABIT PD). . 079.
On. 18. I1. 37. 1. 8. JI. 164—165.

o boeamypos A./]. Yka3. cou.

19 “The primary goal of the Vietnamese Communist Party is to fully evict French imperialism from Indochina
and build an independent, free, democratic and united Vietnamese Republic and Federation of Vietnam,
Cambodia and Laos” (Ciphered cable from Beijing by Shibayev carrying the text for the draft resolution of the
Vietnamese Communist Party Congress formulated jointly by Mao Zedong and Ho Chi Minh. 16/03/1950 //
Poccuiickuii rocynapcTBeHHBII apXUB COLIMATBHO-MTONUTHUECKOM nctopun (nanee — PTACITN). @. 558. Om.
11. 1. 334. JI. 31. The draft was drawn up upon return of Mao Zedong and Ho Chi Minh from Moscow. It
was approved by Stalin on March 26, 1950 (Ciphered cable by Filippov to Beijing for Mao Zedong carrying an
approved draft resolution of the Vietnamese Communist Party Congress. 26/03/1950 // Ibid. S. 44).
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In Laos, the DRYV, together with the Pathet Lao and Souvanna Phouma, were engaged in a
struggle for building up a united and neutral Laos”"". Khrushchev responded to this by saying that
Vietnam is currently gaining greater significance: “It is situated in an advantageous geographi-
cal location and strongly presents an attractive example for other nations to follow in developing
socialism... The wave of the liberation movement should spread from Vietnam further on and,
overwhelmingly, engage other countries. A vivid example of the DRV’s influence is both the map
shown today and the Pathet Lao and Kong Le. The DRV will subsequently spread its influence
in Thailand and Cambodia”'%.

THE DRIVE FOR CONSOLIDATING THE “SOCIALIST CAMP”

The fateful decisions, which in the end defined the USSR’s stance in the Second Indochi-
na war, came about as a result of debates by the new Soviet leadership on the situation in the
world Communist movement following the ouster of Khrushchev. At first glance, the debates
had nothing to do with the fate of Vietnam. The main direction of foreign policy activity of Leo-
nid Brezhnev and Alexey Kosygin in the initial period of their taking the reins at the head of the
party and government were steps to strengthen the cohesion of the “socialist camp”. According
to the memoirs of Brezhnev’s assistant for foreign policy matters Andrei Alexandrov, as soon as
the October 1964 CPSU CC (Communist Party of the Soviet Union Central Committee) Ple-
nary meeting drew to a close, Leonid Brezhnev began to contact the leaders of the Union states
to make them aware of the changes that had occurred (his telephone calls were made on October
14—15, 1964). The news about Khrushchev’s removal from power was taken by the leaders of the
Warsaw Pact nations, overall, without drama and with a sense of understanding13 .

However, things were more complicated as far as the independent centers of power in the
world Socialist system — China, Cuba, and Vietnam — were concerned. The new collective team
of the USSR leaders inherited a tense ideological conflict with the PRC. The circumstances
were perceived with such anxiety that the CPSU CC Presidium did not rule out the possibility
of armed clashes with the Chinese along the border™. Things were equally complicated, albeit in
another dimension, regarding relations between Havana and Hanoi: the Cubans and Vietnamese
were demanding that the new leaders of the USSR provide them with security guarantees in the
event of military confrontation with the US. On the sidelines of the celebration to the mark the
47" anniversary of the October revolution, on November 11, Brezhnev had, as he jotted down in
his notebook, a “tough conversation” with Che Guevara on this issue . Pham Vin Ddng in his
meetings with Alexey Kosygin and Alexander Shelepin (that took place on November 9 and 12,
accordingly) was also very straightforward16.

' Khrushchev’s reception of Pham Van Dong. 03/07/1961 // PoccniicKuii TOCYIapCTBEHHBII apXiB
HoBeiimei ncropun (nanee — PTAHHW). ®@. 52. Om. 1. 1. 555. J1. 112—113, 116.

12 Tbidem.

13 Anexcandpos-Aeenmos A.M. Ot KomnonTait no lop6aueBa. M., 1994. P. 131—-132; Apmu3zoe A.H.,
Cueaues F0.B. B oKTSIOpE 11IeCThIECAT YeTBEPTOro: cMmelieHue Xpyiesa. M., 2020. P. 172.

4 The possibility was mentioned by Khrushchev at a meeting of the Presidium of the CC CPSU on
25/09/1964. IMpesuauym LK KITCC. Crenorpammel. 1954—1964. T. 1. M., 2004. C. 875.

15 Both in Moscow and in Havana, it was believed that it did not make sense to rely too much on the
pledges made by the US in October 1962, regarding its non-intervention strategies for Cuba. For this reason,
Che Guevara used pressure tactics trying to persuade the newly appointed First Secretary, as the latter wrote
in his work notes, “to make a public statement on behalf of the Soviet Union that any attack on Cuba would
be deemed to be an attack on the entire Socialist camp”. bpesxcres JI. . Paboune 1 THEBHUKOBBIC 3aIlIUCH.
T. 1. M., 2016. C. 58.

16 Record of Kosygin’s meeting with the government and Party delegation of the DRV. 09/11/1964 //
PTAHU. ®. 3. Om. 64. [1. 588. JI. 71-79.
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Pham Vin Ddng’s persistence was not a fluke. Having obtained security guarantees17 from
China on a preliminary basis, the Politburo of the VWP Central Committee counted on a quick
victory in the South'® and demanded support from the new Soviet leadership. The Kremlin
“heard” what Pham Vin Ddng had to say. It was decided to boost the morale, political assistance,
as well as material aid to their Vietnamese friends'®. Staff member of the CC Department for Re-
lations with Socialist nations Igor Ognetov recalled that a new approach to the Vietnamese affairs
was being adoptedzo. And already on November 27, 1964, Soviet Foreign Minister Gromyko in a
cable to his Vietnamese counterpart Xuan Thuy stated that the USSR would not remain insensi-
tive to the fate of their fraternal Socialist nation and stood ready to provide the required assistance
to the DRV if the aggressors (meaning the US) attempted to infringe upon Vietnam’s indepen-
dence and sovereignty. It was also decided to furnish extra military assistance, to the tune of RUB
32 million, to the Vietnamese before the end of the year, as well as to send to Hanoi a senior level
government delegation. At the same time an agreement on the transit of defense materials des-
tined for Vietnam was reached with the PRC. On two occasions (on November 26 and December
17), the CPSU CC Presidium discussed the issue of sending Soviet military experts to the DRV?.

However, the Chinese issue remained a matter of paramount importance for the Presidium
of the CPSU CC. The initiative of resuming contacts along Party and government tracks was
brought forward by Zhou Enlai?’>. And such contacts took place over the November holidays in
1964. “Discussions” with their Chinese comrades lasted for hours and were held on November
8,9, 11, and 12, 1964. As Brezhnev reported on the outcome of the talks in his address to the CC
Plenary meeting, the ultimate result was to restore a certain level of mutual trust between the par-
ties involved®. Now, it needed to be determined what to do next.

The first “strategic session” on the Chinese issue was held immediately after the October Plenary
meeting while in route to a meeting with Polish leaders Wtadystaw Gomutka, and Jézef Cyrankie-
wicz?*. With Leonid Brezhnev, Aleksey Kosygin, Yuri Andropov (then CC Secretary), Konstantin
Rusakov (Department Director of CC Department for Relations with Socialist Nations) and Andrei
Alexandrov all seated at a table in a train car bound for Poland, a lively exchange of views took place
during which Kosygin delivered the strongest message in favor of immediate action to normalize

17 During a visit of a Vietnamese delegation to Beijing headed by Van Tien Dung on 21— 23/06/1964,
Mao Zedong informed Le Duan that in the event of a US intervention, a 300 000 — 500 000 strong contingent
of the People’s Liberation Army (PLA) of China would be deployed along the southern frontier of the PRC.
Li Xiaobing. The Dragon in the Jungle. The Chinese Army in the Vietnam War. Oxford, 2020. P. 65, 66.

In September 1964, the Politburo of the VWPCC endorsed a resolution to conduct a series of large-
scale operations with a view to achieving a major victory in the South, within the earliest feasible timeframe
and thus to forestall a potential deployment of the US expedition force in Vietnam. Victory in Vietnam. The
Official History of the People’s Army of Vietnam, 1954—1975 / transl. by M.L. Pribbenow. Kansas, 2002.
P. 137—138.

19 Ilya Gaiduk writes about it in: Gaiduk I.V. The Soviet Union and the Vietnam War. P. 19-21.

Ozcnemoe M.A. Ha BbeTHaMcKOM HampasieHuu. M., 2007. C. 164.

2l Record of a conversation with Kosygin. 09/11/1964 // PTAHU. ®. 3. Omn. 64. /1. 588. JI. 71-79. From
Scherbakov’s diary; Record of conversation with Pham Van Dong. 05/01/1965 // ABI1 P®. ®. 079. Om. 20.
I1.45. 1. 4. J1. 1. Please refer also to: Kanuua M.C. Yxa3. cou. C. 270; Minutes No. 178 of the meeting of the
Presidium of the Central Committee dated 11/26/1964 // PTAHU. ®. 3. Om. 18. [1. 804. JI. 9. Minutes of
the Meeting No. 182 dd. 17/12/1964 // Ibid. S. 27.

22 Record of a conversation by Stepan Chervonenko with Zhou Enlai. 28/10/2964 // Xpywée H. 1964.
Crenorpammbl tieHyma LHK KITCC u apyrue nokymeHTsl. M., 2007. C. 331.

23 Unedited shorthand report of the CPSU CC Plenary meeting. 16/11/1964 // Xpywée H. Yka3. cou.
C. 46. The progression of events was not hampered even by Malinovsky’s trick, who, according to Zhou
Enlai, declared to the Chinese at a Kremlin reception on November 7, 1964 that “we, in the Soviet Union,
ousted Khrushchev, now it’s your turn to ouster Mao Zedong”. See: Record of a conversation by Brezhnev,
Kosygin, Mikoyan, Andropov, Gromyko with members of the PRC Party and government delegation headed
by Zhou Enlai. 08/11/1964 // Ibid. P. 349.

24 1t was the first foreign trip for the new Soviet leadership. The meeting took place on October 24, 1964,
in the Belavezha Forest.
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relations with China. Andropov spoke against such a move. In his view, Mao ruptured relations with
the USSR, not under the influence of an emotional impulse, but rather very deliberately in a well
thought-out attempt to snatch supremacy in the world Communist movement from the CPSU?.
Following the results of the exchange of views in the train car meeting and taking into con-
sideration their November contacts, the Foreign Policy Commission of the CC? examined the
question concerning the normalization of Soviet Union-China relations, as did the CC Presidium
at a meeting on January, 1965. The essence of proposals put forward by the Foreign Policy Com-
mission (actively supported by Kosygin at the Presidium) contained an initiative to hold meetings
between heads of government of the USSR and the PRC as early as in January — February 1965,
either in Beijing or in Moscow?. But, the proposal was not upheld. The more cautious attitude
of the Presidium members ruled the day. (Brezhnev: “there is no confidence that we can achieve
success, we might get slapped in the face”). Instead, as recommended by Andrei Kirilenko, it was
resolved “to send Comrade Kosygin on a reconnaissance mission” — he should use his visit to
the Democratic Republic of Vietnam to make a stop-over in Beijing. The instructions issued to
Kosygin (approved by the Presidium on January 28, 1965) recommended that he not only tackle
trade and economic contacts and avoid any engagement in open controversy between the sides,

but also that he should strongly emphasize the coordination of efforts of the USSR and PRC on

the international arena®®.

“AMICABLE RECEPTION”

Kosygin’s Asian tour in February 1965 proved to be quite successful®. His talks in Hanoi
on February 6—10, reaffirmed that North Vietnam was interested in receiving Soviet military
assistance. During the talks, the parties analyzed in great detail the options for developing the

25 Anexcanopos-Aeenmos A.M. Yxa3. cou. C. 168.

% The Central Committee (CC) Foreign Policy Commission was established under a resolution of the
Presidium on 22/10/2964. It comprised Mikhail Suslov (Chairman), Yuri Andropov, Boris Ponomaryov,
Leonid Iluichyov, Andrei Gromyko, and Vladimir Semichastny. It was in operation until 1968, when the
Pohtburo resolved to set up several commissions in charge of specific areas (national and regional).

7 A note by Suslov, Andropov, Ponomaryov and Iluichyov, dd. January 7, 1965, said: “Judging by all
appearances, after Khrushchev’s dismissal and nuclear weapon tests conducted by the PRC, the CPC has
been trying to deal with our Party and country “from a position of strength”. It was further suggested, within
5—7 months, step by step to seek a gradual relaxation of tense relations with the CPC and a normalization of
Soviet Union-China relations, it was envisaged to “exert active efforts to improve contacts along the Party
line with the DPRK and PRC”. It is seen from the materials of the Foreign Policy Commission that the
USSR continued to supply to the PRC strategic goods, defense material and furnished confidential data.
Among other things, it was recommended to Kosygin, while in Beijing, to raise the question of T-55 tank
deliveries to the PRC. See: llpozymenujuxos M.FO. Criop unet o ciuiikom 0obimmx Betax. Heynasmasics
MOTIBITKA COBETCKO-KUTACKOro mpuMupenust. 1964—1965 rr. // Uctopuueckuit apxus. 2007. Ne 1. C. 5-7.

28 Draft Minutes of the Meeting of the CC Presidium. 14/01/1965; Material for Conversations with
the PRC Top Leaders on the Issues of International Relations. /Iposymenuurxos M.FO. Yka3.cou. C. 14—19.

9 It was the first foreign trip for Kosygin after he was appointed Chairman of the USSR Council of
Ministers. The fact was paid due attention in Beijing. See: B EI2 - BREREI D IBR A £ FHE —RIEAEE
#HACFE (Shorthand record of the first meeting between Prime Minister Zhou Enlai, Vice-Premier Chen Yi
and Kesitszinem (Kosygin) and others). 06/02/1965 // 2 AN EHEFME IR EPRZEIE. 482232 (Archive
of the Foreign Ministry of the PRC. Top Secret Documents). The composition of the delegation was very
impressive: CC Secretary Yuri Andropov, First Deputy Foreign Minister Vasily Kuznetsov, Air Force
Commander-in-Chief, Chief Aviation Marshall Konstantin Vershinin, Chairman of the State Committee
for Economic Relations Georgy Sidorovich // PTAHU. ®. 3. Omn. 16. . 619. JI. 121.
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defense and political situation in Vietnam™. His trip to Pyongyang on February 12—13, 1965, was
also rewarding3 L Kosygin’s talks with Kim Il-sung reconfirmed the credible and trust-based nature
of relations between the two states, and also the DPRK’s interest in receiving Soviet aid to improve
its air defense capability. Kim IlI-sung shared his vision of the prospects for the revolution and the
situation in the South®2.

Key developments, nevertheless, were underway in Beijing. In the course of many-hours-long ne-
gotiations held between Alexey Kosygin and Zhou Enlai on February 5, 10 and 11, 1965 (overall, Ko-
sygin had eight meetings with Zhou Enlai and one with Mao Zedong), the Soviet Union — China Ac-
cords of 1949—1950 were de facto reinstated, including mutual commitment to coordinating efforts in
defense and political areas. It would appear that Kosygin and Chinese leaders went as far as to discuss
their potential goals for the coalition strategy in Asia. The initiative here again came from Zhou Enlai.

Of primary importance, we believe, was the first conversation between Kosygin and Zhou
Enlai on February 5, 1965, that took place in a car on the way from the airport to Enlai’s state
residence. It is apparently comparable, in terms of its significance, with Khrushchev’s conversa-
tion with Mao in November 1975, when the two leaders deliberated “how to turn the Cold War
into an adverse factor for the Americans” (by a fortuitous coincidence, it was also held in a car)33 .

According to Chinese records of the conversation, in response to Kosygin’s comment that
it would be desirable to coordinate actions in support of Vietnam, Zhou Enlai expressed his full
understanding, saying: “To win the battle against imperialism, we should act in joint effort with
each other”. He noted that by way of a precautionary measure, and in the event of an unfavorable
twist of developments, a Chinese People’s Liberation Army group of forces was deployed along
the border with the DRV, adding that China would not want any escalation of war to a global lev-
el, “the Korean war did not turn into a global conflict!” Then, a critical utterance by Zhou Enlai
followed: “We need to jointly support the anti-imperialistic struggle of people in Indochina...Let
the Americans get stuck in ankle-deep mud there!” .

In addition to Indochina, Korea, as well as the situation in Indonesia and its conflict with
Malaysia and the British Commonwealth, figured prominently in the talks with Zhou Enlai and
Chinese Foreign Minister Chen Yi. Pursuant to his instructions, Kosygin reaffirmed that the
USSR stood ready to continue supplying weapons and defense equipment to the PRC, includ-
ing tanks and transport aircraft. Questions related to the trade and economic contacts, and also

30 In the opinion of our Vietnamese friends, the military and political situation might develop in
accordance with three basic scenarios:

— the war continues in the form of a “special-type” war (i.e. Americans will wage a war with the
employment of puppet troops);

— Americans will expand the magnitude of war by turning it into a local war, and by sending its troops
to South Vietnam;

— the US will unleash a war directly against the DRV. At the same time, Pham Van Dong reassured
Kosygin that Hanoi had been doing everything in its ability to limit the developments in South Vietnam to
the framework of “special-type warfare”.

3l Kosygin received an invitation to visit the DPRK, when the Soviet delegation was staying in the DRV.

Kim was quite pessimistic in assessing the revolutionary prospects in South Korea. He believed that
its triumph, the result of democratic election or due to a coup d’état, held little probability given powerful
groups of US forces deployed on its territory, while the geography there was not favorable for a guerilla war.
See: Zaznam Konverzace s V.P. Moskovsky, Unor 16, 1965 // Narodni Archiv (Ceska Republica). Ustfedni
Vybor KSC. F 02/1. F 96/101. Pgs. 1-26; Record of Conversation with the Soviet Ambassador in the DPRK
Comrade V.P. Moskovsky. February 16, 1965 // Wilson Center Digital Archive. URL: http://digitalarchive.
wilsoncenter.org/document/114980 (access date: 11.10.2022).

33 From Sergei Antonov’s diary. Recording of a conversation with Mao Zedong. 21 /10/1959 // ABI1 P®.
®. 0100. Om. 53. I1. 11. 1. 443. JI. 227.
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humanitarian collaboration were also tackled®>. The talks with Mao Zedong on February 11,
1965, proved to be extremely meaningful and extensive: they effectively confirmed the so-called
concept of dividing the areas of responsibility36 in the West and East:

“Mao: At present, the PRC is engaged in holding the 7 Us Navy Fleet at bay, and this is the
most powerful US Fleet.

Kosygin: The Soviet Army is engaged in containing the US forces in Germany.

Mao: So, yes, continue taking on the that front primarily in the West, while we will fight here
in Asia. We are forced to coordinate our actions because of the Americans.

In conclusion, Mao said: “The war will immediately bring us much closer together

Reinstating their commitment to “dividing areas of responsibility” was also vital for the Chi-
nese in connection with their preparations for the “Second Bandung Conference”® — the Sec-
ond Asian-African Nations Conference, which was supposed to be, under the plan conceived by
Beijing, a critical element for uniting the third world countries on the basis of an anti-American
platform, provided that the PRC retained its supremacy. All major efforts of the Chinese diplo-
mats, throughout 1964—1965, were exerted to meet the goal of building up such a network-centric
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3% See: ARIE - FREIZERTAESSE —RIEMEBEECR (Shorthand record of the first meeting
between Prime Minister Zhou Enlai, Vice-Premier Chen Yi and Kesitszinem (Kosygin) and others).
06/02/1965. FE AR HF BEIIMNIEPIUZIE. 423X (Archive of the Foreign Ministry of the PRC. Top
Secret Documents). In his conversations with the allies, Zhou would recurrently tackle the question of how
to strategically “paralyze” Americans in Southeast Asia (and more broadly — in the Far East). Thus, on
March 26, 1965, he deliberated on how to “lure Americans into a trap” with N. Ceausescu in Bucharest,
and before that — with the Syrian Ministry of Internal Affairs, within the context that it would alleviate the
pressure exerted by Western powers on the Middle East. See: Record of a conversation between Zhou Enlai
and N. Ceausescu, March 26, 1965. Conversatie N. Ceausescu i Zhou Enlai. Martie 26, 1965 // Arhive le
Nationale Istorice Centrale Bucharest. FCC Chancellery. 39/1965. P. 53—86. In all probability, the idea of
paralyzing Americans in Vietnam was initially articulated by Mao Zedong on October 5, 1964, during his
meeting with Pham Van Dong in Beijing. Wang D. Grand Strategy, Power Politics, and China Policy toward
the United States in the 1960s // Diplomatic History. 2017. Vol. 41. Iss. 2. P. 265—287.

33 Wang D. Op. cit.

As is known, the agreement reached between Moscow and Beijing on the dividing areas of responsibility
was based on Stalin’s premise about the emergence of a revolutionary situation in Asia, after the victory of the
Chinese revolution, and about the center of global revolutionary movement being shifted to the East. These
premises were declared by Stalin in a very ingenious way — as a toast at the reception to honor the Chinese
delegation headed by Liu Shaoqi at a dacha in Kuntsevo, on July 10, 1949. As remembered by a member
of the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks) CC under the CPC CC Ivan Kovalyov, the Chinese top
leaders were inspired by Stalin’s declarations that the Chinese Communists should be at the forefront of all
peoples of East Asia and be a trailblazer for them. See: Kosanes U.B. lunanor CtaauHa ¢ Mao LI3sagyHom
(uHTepBBIO ¢ TMYHBIM TipencTaBuTenaem M.B. Cranuna B Kurae M.B. KoBaneBbim) // [1poGiemMsl [lanbHero
Bocroka. 1991. Ne 6. C. 83. The ripening of Stalin’s views and their influence on the Politburo of the CPC
CC can be traced to correspondence of the Soviet leader with the Chinese friends in 1949—1950, stored in
his personal file in the Russian State Archive of Socio-Political History (RSASPH) Fd. 558. The Chinese
call this model “back-to-back”. By the late 1950-s, according to the estimate of the Soviet Embassy in the
PRC, it looked as follows: “In their approach to the foreign policy issues, our Chinese friends tend to adhere
to the principle of “division of labor” between the USSR and the PRC. Proceeding from that, our Chinese
friends do not propose to take any steps on the international arena in relation to the key problems facing
the world (disarmament, banning thermonuclear weapons), to the UN serving as a crucial instrument in
resolving those problems, they are prone to shift the center of attention to the development of their relations
with the Asian, African and Latin American nations”. See: Policy letter of the USSR Embassy in the PRC.
06/08/1959 // PTAHU. ®. 5. Om. 49. 1. 239. JI. 138.

7 Notatka z Rozmowy A.N. Kosigina z Mao Tse-Tungiem. 11 lutego 1965 r. // Archiwum Act Nowic
(Warszawa, RP Polska). KC PZPR, XI A/10. K. 514—533.

3% On the significance of the Bandung Conference please refer to: Ckopocnenos I1.11. «Ocobblii criocod
OCYIIECTBJICHUSI BHEIIHEN MOJUTUKKU TyTeM YIpO3bl BOWHBI UMIIEpUaIucTaM». BoeHHO-ToIuTYeCKast
nesitesibHOCTD [Ipesunuyma LIK nipu H.C. Xpymiese (1953—1964 rr.) // Boctok (Oriens). 2022. Ne 2. C. 9-28;
Ne 3. C. 6-30.
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coalition®. It was, as estimated by US Secretary of State Dean Rusk, the “most ambitious large-
scale diplomatic onslaught ever launched by the Chinese Communists in the free world”*.

As noted by the Chinese researcher Dun Wang, who scrupulously reviewed the Chinese re-
cords of negotiations from the PRC Foreign Ministry archive, Kosygin was greeted and received
in an “amicable” way in Beijing. “A partial normalization of intergovernmental relations ensured
a required strategic depth of the security space needed to counterbalance the us.

A trip of the Soviet Party and government delegation to the Far East was made against a back-
drop of heated debates over the military and political situation and formulation of goals for 1965
at the Politburo meeting of the Vietnamese Workers’ Party CC. A directive letter by Lé Duan to
“c. Souan” (codename of General Nguyén Chi Thanh — Secretary of the Vietnamese Workers’
Party for South Vietnam) set out those goals as follows: “Our aim is to cause the eventual and
complete disintegration of the Saigon Army... it is necessary to defeat the puppet Army in such a
way that the Americans would have no time to interfere, yet at the same time to act masterfully
in a tactical sense affording the Americans the ability to acknowledge their failure and to leave
without losing face. Our Army, in the course of combat operations, should crush and drive away
three-fourths out of nine regular puppet divisions available on the ground, resulting from several
great battles. After that, by conflating an all-out uprising and a general offensive, we will strike a
blow to the enemy’s heart (rouse people to revolt simultaneously in Saigon and other major cit-
ies) and seize power”.

Despite the fact that the ratio between the size of the Vietnam People’s Army and Saigon
Army was 1:3, L& Duin was prone to believe that the conditions were quite favorable for Hanoi®.

“THE CURRENT INTERNATIONAL CLIMATE IS AKIN TO A PRE-WAR SITUATION”
As long as Kosygin stayed in Asia, the state of affairs in Vietnam continued to raise concerns
among the Presidium of the CPSU CC (Communist Party of the Soviet Union Central Commit-
tee). US systematic air warfare against the DRV (Democratic Republic of Vietnam)43 gave rise to
serious debate within the top leadership of the USSR. On February 11, 1965, the Foreign Minis-
try and CC Department44 submitted a proposal to the Presidium on a variety of potential recip-

» Getlig E. Trouble Ahead in Afro-Asia: The United States, the Second Bandung Conference. The
Stru‘ﬁgle for the Third World, 1964—65 // Diplomatic History. 2015. Vol. 39. Ne 1. P. 127.

Cited by: Getlig E. Op. cit. To assess the magnitude of the Chinese diplomatic onslaught, it can be
mentioned that, throughout 1964, over a period of 53 days Zhou visited 10 countries of the African continent.
In spring, 1965, his schedule was even more intense. He visited Pakistan (March 23, and April 2), Romania
(March 24-27), Albania (on March 27—30), Algeria (March 30—April 1), Egypt (April 1), Burma (April
3—4). Ibid. P. 129; Liithi L.M. Reading and Warning the Likely Enemy — a Commentary: Signalling Across
Four Continents // The International History Review. 2013. Vol. 35. Iss. 4. P. 808. Obviously, Beijing was not
isolated on the international arena and behaved like a genuine world power. The Conference was due to take
place on June 29, 1965, in Algeria. However, the deposition of Algerian leader Ben Bella in the June 18—19
coup led to the shifting of the Conference towards November first, and then it was rescheduled indefinitely,
after the October coup in Indonesia, when Beijing’s key partner Sukarno, effectively turned into a hostage
of the Indonesian military. For more details on the history of Bandung-II and the role played by the US in
dismantling the anti-American coalition of the third-world nations please refer to: Getlig E. Op. cit.

! Wang D. Op. cit. P. 265-287.

Le Duan to Comrade Souan. February 1965. Jle 3yan. [Tucema Ha Or. C6. muiceM u Teierpamm /
nep. ¢ BbeT. M., 1987. C. 49—50, 59—60.

4 0n February 7, 1965, the 409'" battalion of the VPA Special Operation Forces attacked an airfield
around Pleiku and the US Camp Holloway Army Base in South Vietnam Kkilling, as stated in the official
history of the Vietnamese People’s Army, 100 enemy soldiers and 20 aircraft. See: Victory in Vietnam. P. 142.
In retaliation, the US Naval Air Forces aircraft that took off from the Ranger, Coral Sea and Hancock aircraft
carriers deployed in the South China Sea, delivered strikes against two military sites in the DRV. Another site
was attacked by the Saigon aviation. Those were the first bombardments of North Vietnam announced after
the Gulf of Tonkin incident in August 1964. McMaster H.R. Dereliction of Duty: Johnson, McNamara, the
Joint Chiefs of Staff, and the Lies That Led to Vietnam. New York, 1998. P. 218—219.

In the absence of Andropov, who accompanied Kosygin on his trip, the material was signed by Deputy
Director of the Department Lev Tolkunov.
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rocal actions that might be taken by the Soviet Union in this connection, and on February 12,
1965, these proposals were presented by Andrei Gromyko at the Presidium meeting. Apart from
the traditional package of political and diplomatic measures, it was suggested to send “volunteer
fighters” to Vietnam, which effectively meant sending Soviet troops to the DRV. Broadly speak-
ing, the proposals issued by the Foreign Ministry (which were backed by the CC Department in
the absence of Andropov) could be regarded as a deferred reaction to the November request made
by the Vietnamese top leadership that security guarantees be provided45 .

A fierce discussion flared up over the issue. Draft minutes of the CC Presidium on February
12, 1965, contain information on the addresses made by those present, the greater part of whom
advocated for caution (the spelling is retained as in the original):

“Gromyko — Made a report on the state of affairs.

Mikoyan — Believes there is no need to respond in such a way now.

Podgorny — It is hardly necessary now to offer military assistance and help to defend, to re-
pel the attack.

We do not have to get involved in the war.

We do not have to send volunteers either, obviously. It would be hardly justifiable currently.

Documents to be adopted require additional adjustment.

However, some measures should be taken by us.

We need to express our protest and demand that any such action should be ceased by the
Americans.

Suslov — The documents submitted by the Foreign Ministry have been issued hastily. It is ap-
parent that we do not need to react in such a manner to each act of aggression. We have already
dealt with the development in Cuba, and we barely escaped unscathed.

The proposals regarding the volunteers are totally unacceptable.

We need to hear what Comrade Kosygin has to say on his talks in the DRV.

Malinovsky — Believes that we have not yet used the entire array of peaceful measures before
proceeding to threats.
There is no need whatsoever to get involved in combat operation.

We can render military assistance and aid along the line of public solidarity”46.

 As already noted, throughout November—December of 1964, the Presidium deliberated on the issue of
sending Soviet military personnel to the DRV twice, the end result of which was the proposal to supply North
Vietnam with air-defense systems and to send reduced personnel to operate them. (Minutes of the Meeting
No. 189 of the CC Presidium dd. 28/01/1965 // PTAHU. ®. 3. Om. 16. 1. 617. JI. 36—37).

4 The proposal of the Foreign Ministry (which was supported by the CC Department without much
thought) to send “volunteers” to Vietnam raises a lot of questions in connection with the decision-making
mechanisms adopted by the Soviet military and political leaders at the initial stage of operation of the new
collective leadership of the USSR. Evidently, the “submission” of materials to the meeting of the Presidium
occurred bypassing the CC Foreign Political Committee. This was vividly exemplified by the reaction of
its Chairman Mikhail Suslov. That the matter involved the sending of troops and bringing this matter for
discussion at the Presidium meeting without hearing the opinion of the military was also very strange. The
address made by Malinovsky was explicit enough to show what he thought about it. Incidentally, there were
no Defense Ministry representatives on the Committee... Military issues were customarily discussed by the
USSR Defense Council, comprising Brezhnev, Podgorny, Kosygin, Ustinov (CC Secretary on Defense
Matters), Grechko (First Deputy Defense Minister and Warsaw Pact Commander-in-Chief) and Yepishev
(Main Political Department Chief). The Foreign Minister was not a member of the Defense Council,
however. But the Defense Council was never a crisis management body, it was rather a commission of sorts
on matters relating to the Defense Ministry. Such issues as planning, the deployment of the Armed Forces,
military construction projects, new weapons for the troops while being on the agenda of the Defense Council,
were, for the most part, addressed in a most general format. It might appear that there was a controversy
brewing between the military and foreign policy matters, but this was not quite the casa. A solution was found
in the so-termed “Politburo system”, that had made it imperative to debate strategic issues for the country
within the framework of a single platform in compliance with certain procedures. As is evident from the
draft records of the Presidium meetings, this discussion was far from being merely a perfunctory formality.
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Brezhnev shared the view of the majority of the speakers: “I agree with the opinion of my
comrades, we should not be dragged into this war. But we need to generate a series of retaliatory
measures and express our stance with regard to the developments in Vietnam”. The conclusive
statement after the debate was made by Gromyko: “We have only one track to follow — not to al-
low a military confrontation”¥. But, what should be done if one occurs?

An answer to this question was brought by Kosygin on his return from Beijing. On February
18, 1965, the results of the Soviet Delegation’s trip were discussed at a meeting of the Presidium.
The idea advanced by Zhou Enlai to the effect that “the forces of Socialism are interested in the
Americans getting heavily mired in Southeast Asia” (the expression coined by Mikoyan) captured
the imagination of the Soviet leaders*®. There was also some apprehension that “China would not
be averse to the Soviet Union getting involved in the war”. The stance was resolutely trumpeted
by Mikoyan49. Nevertheless, in the eyes of Brezhnev and Kosygin, the “upsides” seemed to out-
weigh the prospective “downsides”".

The Presidium approved the activities of the Soviet delegation. It was resolved to inform the
CC members, first secretaries of the regional Party committees®' and leaders of fraternal Parties
about the details of the visit, making the full memorandum of conversation between Kosygin and
Mao Zedong available to them. A communication to the Vietnamese Workers’ Party said that fol-
lowing an “exchange of opinions” in Beijing, the positions of the CPSU (Communist Party of the
Soviet Union) and the CPC (Communist Party of China) on the issue of providing assistance to
the DRV “have drawn closer” (correction made by Andropov’s handwriting in connection with
the CC resolution after it was discussed at the Presidium)sz.

The trip helped considerably enrich the vision of the new Soviet leadership concerning the
situation in the region — as it was not fully identical to the information received by the Center from
our Embassies overseas. Thus, in relation to the power balance within the CC of the Vietnamese
Workers’ Party, Kosygin said that “the impression we had about Ho Chi Minh does not corre-
spond with reality... (he. — V/N., P.S.) behaved in quite an independent manner... (L& Dudn. —
V.N., P.S.) is in effect not at all as pro-Chinese as we thought he was”>3, However, the gener-
al conclusion sounded very alarming: “The (Vietnamese. — V.N., P.S.) Communists are firmly
convinced that the USSR is not really intent on the struggle against imperialism... Moreover, a

4 Draft record of the CC Presidium meeting. 12/02/1965 // PTAHUW. ®. 3. Or. 16. 1. 622. /1. 8. C. 13—14.
Underscored in the original text.

8 Draft protocol of minutes of the CC Presidium meeting. 18/02/1965 // Ibid. M. 626. P. 13—24;
Dictation by Anastas Mikoyan. 04.03.1965 // PTACIIN. ®. 84. On. 3. A. 116. JI. 7.

As Mikoyan put it, “China wants Americans and other imperialists to get embroiled in the endless
local battles in the most remote corners of the world, as far from the Chinese boundaries as possible, and is
not averse to the Soviet Union being embroiled in the military activities either” (Ibid. P. 7—8). As time went
on, these concerns appeared to be shared by Brezhnev, as he told Atonin Novotny about it in Moscow on
07/09/1965: “the Chinese are trying to trigger a confrontation between the USSR and the US”. bpexcres
JI.U. Pabouune u nHeBHUKOBBIE 3anucu. C. 10.

30 Later, on 10/09/1965, in his conversation with Walter Ulbricht) Brezhnev formulated this strategic
equation in the following manner: “If the Americans succeed in strengthening their positions in Asia, then
they will raise the issue in Europe more energetically”. Ibid. P. 157.

Informing the Party and administrative executives was an essential element of practicing state
governance under Brezhnev. The phrase “What will the regional committees say?” (Podgorny liked to repeat
it) was often heard at Presidium meetings, and it was not associated with ceremonial implications. After
October, 1964, and events of the earlier period in the 1950-s, the Soviet leaders were well aware of what it
meant to be deprived to the support provided by the regional committees.

Information for the leadership of the Vietnamese Workers’ Party (VWP) on conversations held by the
Soviet delegation headed by Alexey Kosygin with the VWP leaders. 26/02/1965 // PTAHU. ®. 3. Om. 16.
1. 631. J1. 90.

33 It was not accidental that in his closing remarks Kosygin suggested having the Ambassadors in China and
the DPRK replaced (Ambassador in Vietnam Scherbakov had not been working in Hanoi for half a year by that
time). According to the Chairman of the Council of Ministers, “given the current circumstances, they are only
a brake pedal to our relations”. See: Draft protocol record. 18/02/1965 // PTAHU. ®. 3. On. 16. J1. 626. J1. 21.
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similar situation prevails with other Parties in the East, who think that we are almost in collusion
with the US imperialism”5 4

Summarizing the results of discussion of the Vietnamese issue on February 12 and 18, 1965 at
the CC Presidium, we should bear in mind that the spirit of the discussion was largely defined by
the traumatic experience had by many of the attendees relating to the “specific form of adminis-
tering foreign policy through the threat of war” that Khrushchev practiced when he was the top
leader of the Soviet state. The combination of a series of large-scale military and political crises,
the culmination of which appeared to be the Caribbean crisis of October 1962, which brought
the USSR to the brink of a military conflict with the US, was not considered by the new collec-
tive leadership of the USSR as something they would like to repeatss. It could be asserted that a
strong motivation to avert any “engagement in conflict with nuclear powers”56 and, in a broader
sense, the understanding that another world war would be fraught with disastrous consequences
for Russia, became the overriding keynote of the defense and policy strategy pursued by the USSR
under Brezhnev. For this reason, the Vietnamese were constantly urged by the Soviet side to start
negotiations with the Americans (“the parties should feel the pulse of each other”), a rather an-
noying factor for the Vietnamese. This was genuine Brezhnev doctrine! However, a motivation
to stay away from any direct conflict with the nuclear powers, as we will see, did not mean the
pursuit of a pacifist agenda. Members of the Presidium were not vegetarians by any standard. It
appears that they adopted the same logic that underlined Stalin’s concept of shifting the center
of gravity for the world revolutionary movement to the East, implying that “the US would be
diverted... from Europe to the Far East”, while the USSR could “benefit from it in terms of the
balance of forces worldwide””.

It can be said that following Kosygin’s trip the basic tenets of a concept were devised to keep
the “Anglo-American coalition” paralyzed in Asia through

— Supporting the “special-type war” waged by the DRV on the territory of South Vietnam.
The USSR was prepared to provide assistance in improving the air defense capability of the DRV
by sending an air-defense brigade to Vietnam. In its turn, the PRC reaffirmed security guarantees
for the DRV in the event the US would invade its territory5 8

— Continuing to provide aid to Indonesia in connection with its opposition to Malaysia and
the UK. (As underlined by Kosygin, Indonesia was fully equipped with Soviet weapons: “We
gave them our Naval fleet, including submarines, we gave them missiles, we gave them military
aircraftsgpan of our crews are still there on active duty, there are many Soviet pilots in their air
forces”

4 The general conclusion made by Kosygin in relation to China and other countries he visited during his
trip — “nationalism there has swept over everything”. Translated from “Party” language, it meant that the
USSR’s allies within the socialist camp in Asia are guided by their own nationalist and state interests above
all, and this should be taken into consideration // Ibid. S. 19—20.

For more details, see: Cxopocnenos I1.11. Yka3. cod.

® Brezhnev’s Address at the June, 1967, Plenary Meeting of the CC “On the Soviet Union Policy in
conjunction with Israel’s Aggression in the Middle East” // PTAHU. ®. 2. On. 3. J1. 59. J1. 7.

7 Ciphered cable by Filipov to Prague to the Soviet Ambassador (for Gottwald). 27/08/1950 //
PTACITHA. ®. 558. Om. 11. [1. 62. J1. 71-72.

8 As advised by Kosygin, the Presidium resolved not to send air forces to Vietnam (MIG-21 air
regiment), as was originally intended by the Defense Ministry, See: Draft Minutes of the Meeting of the CC
Presidium. 18/12/1965 // PTAHU. ®. 3. On. 16. . 626. JI. 21.

Zaznam Konverzace s V.P. Moskovsky, Unor 16, 1965. The so-termed Confrontation — a military
conflict between Indonesia and the Federation of Malaysia, the UK, Australia, and New Zealand in
1963—1966 — was somewhat overshadowed by the War in Indochina. An attempt by Jakarta to challenge
the northern part of the Kalimantan Island (Borneo) being included in Malaysia led to a protracted “low
intensity conflict” between the Indonesians and the British Commonwealth troops. For more details see:
Easter D. Britain and the Confrontation with Indonesia, 1960—66. London, 2012.
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— Moscow stood ready to offer assistance in improving the air-defense capabilities of the
DPRK (Democratic People’s Republic of Koreao) by sending them the Volkhov anti-aircraft
missile system, initially with the Soviet personnel6 .

It was also planned to reinforce the USSR Naval presence in the Pacific Ocean. On February
25 and 28, 1965, pursuant to the talks in Beijing, Moscow requested two air corridors across
the territory of the PRC intended for supplying weapons to the DRV, including the right to fly
across Chinese air space for 45 military transport aircraft, which were due to deliver to Vietnam
the S-75 anti-aircraft systems as well as military personnel to operate/service them. Additionally,
the USSR requested the possibility to deploy a MiG-21PF squadron (12 jet fighter planes) and
500-strong military personnel at the Kunming airfield in Yunnan province, China (bordering on
the DRYV) for the training of North Vietnam pilots, or in case of necessity — for the employment
in the interests of Hanoi air-defense forces®’.

Indochina became the strategic center of gravity capable of “keeping the Americans paralyzed
in Asia” over the next 10 years62. The war in Vietnam was viewed by the Soviet military and
political leaders through the prism of experience gathered by the coalition of the USSR, the PRC,
the DPRK, and the DRV in the Far East throughout 1950—1953. As is widely known, military
planning in Korea, Indochina, as well as along the Taiwan track over that period was executed
in close coordination, primarily between Moscow and Beijing. Written communication between
Joseph Stalin and Mao Zedong, stored at the RSASPH, testifies to this fact®?. Therefore, already
on April 3, 1965, Brezhnev and Kosygin sent letters to the Chinese and Vietnamese top leaders
with a proposal to hold a three-party conference “at the very highest level” to jointly discuss
steps that should be undertaken to “protect security of the DRV” under conditions of escalated
bombing attacks on its territory by US aviation. Meanwhile, the Soviet leaders emphatically asked
L& Duén: “Is there an agreement on behalf of our Chinese comrades to deploy part of the fighter
aircraft being supplied by the USSR to the nearest airfields in China?”%*,

After talks with the North Vietnam delegation headed by Le Duan® (held in Moscow
from April 10 through April 17, 1965) the CC Presidium adopted a resolution on the delivery
of weapons to the tune of RUB 140 million to the DRV®. In the end, over the period until

% on May 13, 1965, the Politburo passed a resolution to deliver to the DPRK of eight SA-75 M Dvina
battalions and 50 MiG-21 aircraft and to send Soviet personnel on a mission there // PTAHW. ®. 3. Om. 18.
. 342.J1. 28—-32.

61 All this was told to Zhou Enlai by Nicolae Ceausescu on March 26, 1965, expressing great surprise
over the “promptness” displayed by their Soviet friends. See: Conversatie N. Ceausescu i Zhou Enlai. Martie
26, 1965.

After the coup in Indonesia in October 1965 (which became known in Moscow through a news release
communicated by the US telegraph agency in Tokyo), the new leadership in Jakarta distanced itself from
any contacts with the Soviet representatives, and the possibility “to influence the affairs in Indonesia in
the right direction for the USSR was reduced to zero”, as was reported by Gromyko to the Foreign Policy
Commission on November 27, 1965. See: Zakharov in the CPSU CC on the seizure of power in Indonesia
by the “Indonesian Revolutionary Council”. 01/10/1965 // PTAHU. ®. 5. Om. 30. /1. 479. J1. 67; Gromyko
Reporting to the CPSU CC Foreign Policy Commission. 27/11/1965 // Ibid. S. 76—78. In turn, as was
already noted, Kim II-Sen, in a conversation with Kosygin, on February 12—13, gave a fairly pessimistic
assessment of the revolutionary prospects for South Korea.

03 Correspondence is stored in Stalin’s Personal File in RSASPH. Fd. 558.

64 Brezhnev, Kosygin, Ho Chi Minh, Lé Duin, and Pham Vin Déng. 03/04/1965 // PTAHU. ®. 80.
Om. 1. A. 517. JI. 15—16. A similar letter was sent to the Chinese; On April 17, 1965, a second letter was
forwarded to the Chinese leadership. It focused on the need to take practical steps and act jointly “in the
interests of protecting the security of Socialist camp frontiers and its outpost in Southeast Asia”. See:
Information on the talks with the DRV delegation. 29/04/1965 // Ibid. Fd. 3. Inv. 18. M. 341. S. 66.

In the course of negotiations, L& Duan reiterated once again that “both Parties (CPC and VWP. —
V.N., P.S.) sought to confine the war to the framework of South Vietnam”. Work notes made by Brezhnev
durin§ his meeting with Le Duan. 10/04/1965 // Ibid. Fd. 80. Inv. 1. M. 517. S. 10.

% For reference: throughout the period from 1953 until March 1965, the USSR supplied weapons to
Vietnam to the tune of RUB 200 million. /Tuxos P.I" Mocksa. Kpemab. Bnacte. T. 11. 1964—1985. M.,
2009. C. 36.
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late 1966, the amount was to reach RUB 1 billion 300 thousand, including 2000 antiaircraft
guns, 144 military aircraft, over 300 tanks, as well as food, fuel, and uniforms. As was noted by
Brezhnev, with a hint of gratification while addressing the December 1966 Plenary meeting of the
Central Committee, “the fact that the Vietnamese can wage a war against an enemy that possesses
numerical superiority is to a substantial degree the result of our assistance”®’.

However, such close coordination of efforts in a trilateral format — de facto the second edition
of the Korean coalition from the early 1950-s — was not envisaged by Beijing. The Chinese,
definitely, were not enthusiastic about Moscow interfering in the Vietnamese affairs on such a
massive scale. Why is this? Was jealousy the reason behind such a stance? It was no accident that,
in his conversation with Ho Chi Minh on March 1, 1965, Zhou Enlai urged him not to share
any “secrets” with their Soviet friends, and to be “on the alert” with Soviet military advisors®.
Perhaps, there was an element of distrust that played its part? After all, as was reiterated on
numerous occasions by Zhou Enlai in the spring of 1965 during dealings with his foreign
interlocutors, the Soviet Communists were prone to accommodate US interests. However, it
seems that the primary reason lies elsewhere. The analysis carried out by Chinese leaders of the
options for the military and political situation in Vietnam led them to assume that the war would
be of a limited scope. Moreover, Beijing, as we know now, erroneously underestimated the US’s
readiness to interfere directly in a ground war in Indochina®.

Zhou Enlai made a similar forecast of the military-political environment in relation to the war
in Indochina during his conversation with Nicolae Ceausescu in Bucharest on March 26, 1965.
As Zhou Enlai believed, the conflict was being viewed as having four possible developments
(“four evolution stages”, as he called them):

1. The Americans are expanding their military presence in South Vietnam and escalating air-
attacks against the DRV. With the aim of averting a collapse of their puppet troops, the US can send
its forces to Vietnam, a division of Marines, an infantry division, and also allied troops (a division
of South Korean Marines). Those troops will not be used for engaging in combat operations, but for
safeguarding the critical infrastructure facilities (seaports, airfields and big cities).

2. The US commences air-attacks across the entire DRV territory, including Hanoi, and
imposes a naval blockade of North Vietnam. The war spreads to the entire territory of Indochina.
The expansion of the war scope will drive China to interfere and send “volunteers” to the DRV.

3. Another stage is connected with a possible increase of US ground forces. This option, as
Zhou believed, was not very likely, as it weakened the US positions in other regions of the world.
A more likely scenario was commencing air-attacks against the Chinese areas that have a common
frontier with Vietnam. In that case, the PRC will “offer resistance”.

4. And, finally, the fourth stage — “total war”, including the intrusion of US ground forces
into Chinese territory.

7 Leonid Brezhnev’s address “On the USSR Foreign Policy and Struggle for the Cohesion of the
Communist Movement” at the December Plenary Meeting of the CPSU CC 12/12/1966 // PTAHU. ®. 2.
Omn. 3. JI. 45. JI. 14. Speaking about Moscow’s strategy in the Second Indochina War, we cannot leave
unnoticed its constant focus on the political and diplomatic repercussions of the War. As early as during
their talks in April 1965, Brezhnev said to L& Duin: “For the US imperialists, the issue at stake in this war
is not only the fate of South Vietnam. They understand that the question concerns other nations, the fate of
the entire Southeast Asia — Laos, Cambodia, Thailand, and other states, and US prestige is also at stake...
It is hard to believe that it will be feasible to attenuate the US military and especially economic might within
a short time”. For this reason, according to Soviet leadership, it was appropriate to also use, alongside
military measures, political leverage to advance political initiatives seeking to expedite the settlement of the
Vietnamese issue, and to engage in direct negotiations with the US. See: Memorandum on the negotiations
with the DRV delegation. Reference to item 12, Minutes of the Meeting of the CC Presidium No.200, dd.
29/04/1965 // 1bid. Ed. 3. Inv. 18. M. 339. S. 45.

Record of Conversation between Premier Zhou Enlai and Chairman Ho Chi Minh // Wilson Center
Digital Archive. June 15, 1965. URL: http://digitalarchive.wilsoncenter.org/document/165383 (access date:
08.10.2022).

9 Conversatie N. Ceausescu i Zhou Enlai. Martie 26, 1965.
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By way of summarizing the analysis of various options for the development of military and
political situation, Zhou assured Ceausescu that the possibility of the war in Vietnam growing into
a world war is very low. A world war would mean a war between the USSR and US, something
that the Americans would like to avert at any cost. A large-scale war with China, with the Soviet
Union watching on the sidelines, was not in the US’s best interests either. It would need to pull
in all its troops from other regions of the world, and then “the whole world would rise against
the Americans”’”.

The Chinese leadership was intent on avoiding the possibility that the PRC would be dragged
into direct confrontation with the US (similar to the war in Korea) by sending out various signals
to Washington that a US invasion of North Vietnam would trigger China’s direct engagement
in the war in Indochina’'. And those signals were duly received in Washington as they did not
want to repeat the Korean experience. The top policy makers at the US Department of Defense
(Robert McNamara, John McNaughton) defined the objective of the military campaign as a
“position deadlock” in South Vietnam. In a memorandum of July 1965, approved by McNamara,
McNaughton provides the following description for “victory”: “It is sufficient for the US to show
Vietnam that they cannot win”"2. Position deadlock, according to McNaughton, is tantamount
to victory, as it will prompt the parties to reach a settlement at the negotiating table (as a matter
of fact, on the US’s terms!)73 In the opinion of Loris Liithi, it can be asserted that there was an
“implicit agreement” between China and the US designed to reduce the magnitude of the War in
Vietnam to a local conflict””*. “The war in Vietnam is a war between the Vietnamese people”. It
was precisely in this light that the strategy of the PRC in the Indochina war, as it grew in intensity,
was discussed at a key meeting of the CPC CC Politburo on April 12, 1965. Vice-Premier Deng
Xiaoping said in his address: “The US bombardment is likely to continue... the war will expand...
it is feasible that under the pretext of chasing Vietnamese aircraft the Americans will make an
incursion into our airspace. If we do not prevent such a development, they will reach Yunnan and
Guangxi. Then, the war will spread initially to part of our territory and later to the entire territory
of China””>. According to Deng Xiaoping and President of the PRC Liu Shaoqi, who shared his
views, China should not be scared of being drawn into the expanding war in Vietnam, as “the duty
of proletariat internationalism” binds the PRC to support the DRV. Nevertheless, the two leaders
were unanimous that both the Chinese and Vietnamese people would definitely benefit if China

70 Ibidem.

7 Wang D. Op. cit. P. 285—287. Striving to avert a new “Korea” is perfectly understandable, when
considering the fact that the war in Korea (1950—1953) was not a local conflict for the PRC, but a large-
scale war involving two powerful coalitions in several theatres of war (apart from Korea, in Indochina and in
the Taiwan Strait), whose closing stage drew over 1 200 000 Chinese volunteers, and which was fraught with
the risk of US tactical nuclear weapons being employed. An attempt to issue a warning to Washington, in
this context, seemed very appropriate. The four points articulated by Zhou in various formats in the spring
of 1965, were as follows:

— China will not be the initiate a war with the US. This is testified by the stance held by the PRC on
Taiwan — for 10 years, Beijing has been engaged in negotiations with the Americans over this issue;

— China will comply with all of its obligations (with regard to the DRYV), as exemplified by the war in
Korea;

— China is prepared to go to war (with the US);

— Aerial bombardment of China will mean a war with China, “which will know no boundaries”.
Eventually, this message was brought to the attention of the US side on May 31 through a temporary British
Chargé d’affaires in Beijing. For more details see: Hershberg J., Jian C. Reading and Warning the Likely
Enemy: China’s Signals to the United States about Vietnam in 1965 // International History Review. 2005.
Ne XXVII. P. 47—84.

2 United States — Vietnam Relations. 1945—1967. (The Pentagon Papers). Vol. IV. C. 6 (a). P. 4 //
URL: https://archive.org/details/UnitedStatesVietnamRelations1945to01967Voll/mode/2up (access date:
09.03.2023).

73 On the formulation of the US strategic line in Vietnam see: McMaster H.R. Op. cit.

74 Liithi L.M. Op. cit. P. 813.

5> Quoted in: Hershberg J., Jian C. Op. cit. P. 63.
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could avoid any direct confrontation with the US’°. To achieve this goal, it was necessary to keep
the conflict under control by retaining mechanisms that were manageable. In our view, the Chinese
strived to maintain primary control over the “escalation ladder” and this was the primary reason
for Beijing’s resistance to the “excessive” growth of the USSR’s role (according to the Chinese) in
the war in Indochina.

However, as Zhou Enlai liked to say “the laws of war are not determined by human will alone
By April 1965, the aftermath of sustained aerial bombardment of the DRV’ de facto brought all
railway transport operations in North Vietnam to a standstill: railway transportation was only 100
tons a day in April, whereas the requirement was 3000 tons’’. Under such circumstances, an appeal
from Hanoi®® galvanized Beijing to take the decision to send “Chinese volunteers” to the DRVS!.

In mid-May, the Americans massively escalated the bombardment of North Vietnam and
commenced a military intervention into the Dominican Republic. As Soviet statesman Anastas
Mikoyan recalled, it caused “a great deal of agitation at the CPSU CC Presidium”. A report of
the Defense Ministry (read by Defense Minister Rodion Malinovsky) forecasted that after the
events in the Dominican Republic, one could expect actions spearheaded against Cuba. In this
connection, the Defense Ministry suggested organizing military rallies in the West (in Berlin and
along the frontier with West Germany) and that preparations be made to “launch an attack against
West Berlin”. In conclusion, he added that “we should not be scared of risking war in view of the
current situation”%?.

577

76 Ibidem.

77 Excerpt from a Conversation between Zhou Enlai and Pakistani President Ayub Khan, 1965.

8 As was explained by Zhou to the Pakistani Premier, “if in August—September last year the Americans
bombed North Vietnam only once or twice a week, they now carry out bombing attacks every day”. See: Ibidem.

7 Li Xiaobing. Op. cit. P. 73.

At a meeting in Beijing, on April 8, 1965, between Liu Shaoqi and Lé Duén, the Vietnamese formally
lodged a request for Chinese pilots to be sent to the DRV, along with engineer and air-defense troops.
According to L& Duin, the deployment of the Chinese contingent will help handle four common tasks for
Beijing and Hanoi. First, to reduce the area of operation for the US Air Force to the 20" or 19™ circles of
latitude (the Americans will be afraid of provoking the Chinese, while delivering strikes against the areas
where the China’s People’s Liberation Army (PLA) forces are deployed. Second, to provide for an effective
air-defense system of Hanoi and North of the country. Third, to ensure the efficient operation of the DRV
transportation system. And, finally, the introduction of Chinese volunteers will boost the morale of the
Vietnamese people. See: Discussion between Liu Shaoqi and Le Duan. April 08, 1965 // Wilson Center
Digital Archive. URL: http://digitalarchive.wilsoncenter.org/ document/113058 (access date: 08.10.2022).
On the same day, Liu Shaoqi reported on his conversation to Mao Zedong, who approved the request lodged
by the Vietnamese side (with the exception of sending pilots there). Li Xiaobing. Op. cit. P. 74. As can be seen,
the deployment of a China PLA land force contingent, as was the case in Korea, was not discussed. In parallel
to the preparatory efforts to bring the Chinese volunteers into the DRV, information began to circulate among
diplomats of the Warsaw Pact countries in Pyongyang (with reference to the Chinese Ambassador) that the
PRC and DPRK were engaged in preparations for joint military operations in the demilitarized zone in
Panmunjom. See: Szalontai B. Whose War Plan Was It? Sino-DPRK Relations and Kim I Sung’s Militant
Strategy, 1965—1967. North Korea International Documentation Project. E-Dossier Series. Dossier No. 20.
April 2016. P. 5 // URL: https://www.wilsoncenter.org/publication/sino-dprk-relations-and-kim-il-sungs-
militant-strategy-1965-1967 (access date: 09.03.2023).

81 L Xiaobing. Op. cit. P. 74.

2 These proposals were drafted at Brezhnev’s instruction — Dictation by Mikoyan dd. 01/06/1965 //
PTACIIN. ®. 84. Om. 3. [1. 116. JI. 16. US military-political action relied on the breakthrough in the escalation
of US military potential that the Kennedy Administration initiated during the Berlin crisis. Apart from a
substantial build-up of strategic nuclear forces, deemed to sustain the supremacy of Washington in the nuclear
field, the number of US Army formations was increased from 11 to 16, which was supposed to allow the US to
wage two large-scale wars — in Europe and in Asia — concurrently and also engage in a lower-caliber conflict in
another region. The essence of what was going on was grasped in the USSR perfectly well. Thus, at a meeting
of the Consulting Committee of the Warsaw Pact Organization in Warsaw on January 19—20, 1965, it was
maintained that the “imperialists” were placing their bets on a so-called local war, believing that the possession
of nuclear weapons would serve as a guarantee against a retribution for their aggression.
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Parallel to this, in April-May, deployment was underway on DRYV territory of an air-defense
groups consisting of two reduced strength air-defense missile regiments (they were called “training
centers”)83 . Soviet air-defense missile crewmen waged their first action against the US Air Force
on July 24, 1965 (4 F-4C fighter bomber aircraft were shot down).

And in August, a group of “Chinese volunteers” tasked with integrating air-defense forces,
railway, and engineer troops was deployed in Vietnam. By late 1965, its strength grew to 160 000
servicemen, which was comparable with the strength of the group of Chinese popular volunteers
at the initial stage of the Korean war (203 000 service manpower). Notably, the strength of the
Chinese air-defense contingent — 21 000 service manpower — comprised 35% of the total strength
of the air-defense group of the allied forces on the DRV territory, which constituted 59 000
servicemen. By way of comparison, the strength of the Vietnamese People’s Army was 400 000
men, out of which 92 000 were deployed in South Vietnam®*. The first combat of Chinese anti-
aircraft gunners was on August 9, 1965 (1 F-4C jet fighter was shot down).

“The current international environment is identical to a pre-war situation”®’ is how Gromyko
described the state of affairs in the world at a Presidium meeting in mid-June. Such assessments
had not been made in Moscow since the final stage of the Korean war. But all attempts to set up
an anti-American coalition that would act in unison with a single integrated plan, just as Stalin
and Mao Zedong managed to do on the cusp of 1949—1950, were unsuccessful. The Chinese
stubbornly refused to create a mechanism for coordination of efforts as they preferred to pursue
“parallel” strategies. As Brezhnev notes in his notebook, “we will have to carry out international
policies in conditions of a long-lasting disagreement with China”. And, as for their Vietnamese
friends, it was clear, on the one hand, that “they were counting on a military victory”, but, on the
other hand, as to how they were going to achieve this goal — “we have very limited information,
practically none at all”®e.

“WAR OF THE CPSU CC”

By autumn, it was quite clear that the war would last for a long time. A policy letter by the
USSR Embassy in Washington, D.C., entitled “The War in Vietnam and the US Stance” (dated
October 22, 1965), said that the US was swiftly increasing the number of its Armed Forces on
the Vietnamese battleground (from 145 000 to 200 000 troops before by end of 1965 and that an
additional 100 000 troops were expected to be deployed there before April 1966). The US Air
Force is ramping up its activities (the number of aircraft sorties had increased from 150 to 250—
300 per day over recent months), it is likely that the airstrikes against the DRV will be stepped up.
Preparations for offensive operations are underway, with a view to achieving a breakthrough by
early summer in the military-political situation in South Vietnam in favor of the US and Saigon
regime. According to Soviet Ambassador in Washington Anatoly Dobrynin, all this allows us to
presume that the prospects for a peaceful Vietnamese settlement “are not very promising”, and
that “it is more likely that that combat operations will be escalated further”®’ (on November

8 Poccus (CCCP) B n10KaJIbHBIX BOMHAX U BOEHHBIX KOH(JIMKTAaX BTOPOIi TTOJIOBUHBI XX Beka. M.,
2002. C. 84.

84 Boiina B Kopee, 1950—1953 / pen. C.C. Tlotoukuit. CI16., 2003. C. 155 (ta6u1. 7); Victory in Vietnam.
The Official History of the People’s Army of Vietnam, 1954—1975. P. 156, 164; Li Xiaobing. Op. cit. P. 64, 100.

85 This assessment was given by Gromyko at a Presidium meeting when debating the issue on the
possibility for signing a Treaty on Friendship and Cooperation between the USSR and China, which was due
to carry a provision that any attack against China would be regarded as an attack against the Soviet Union.
Mikoyan notes that, effectively, the formulation was deemed to reaffirm Nikita Khrushchev’s declaration
made in October of 1958 during Second Taiwan Crisis (see: Dictation by Mikoyan, dd. 06/07/1965 //
PTACITIHN. @. 84. On. 3. 1. 116. JI. 20-21).

8 1 eonid Brezhnev’s notes, May 2425, 1965. See: bpexcnes JI.H. Ykas. cou. C. 86.

87 Policy letter of the USSR Embassy in the US “The War in Vietnam and US Position”. 22/10/1965 //
ABIT P®. @. 079. Om. 20. I1. 49. 1. 26. J1. 8, 18.
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6, 1965, the policy letter, following Gromyko’s instruction, was delivered to all Presidium
members)88

A similar attitude was shared by both our Chinese and Vietnamese friends. Thus, in a
conversation with Vice-Premier of the DPRK Ri Ju-yeon, Zhou Enlai notes that the situation
in Vietnam “is not yet ripe for negotiations”, the number of US troops is on the rise. Guerillas
are operating some 15 km from Saigon, where shooting is underway in the city. “The Americans
want to limit the battlefield to the territory of South Vietnam, while the same attitude is being
adopted in Hanoi”, the Chinese Vice-Premier said with gratification. In his response to the
question: Is there any likelihood for the recurrence of events in Dien Bien Phu? Zhou Enlai noted
that the Vietnamese are currently not planning to concentrate all their forces and wage a war of
extermination: “They expect to achieve victory over a period of three years”89

Basically, such instructions were issued to its South Vietnam Bureau by the Politburo of the CPV
CC in November 1965. Underscoring that “the US is a wealthy and militaristic imperialistic nation”,
Lé Duén, in his directive letter, pointed to the fact that “the strategic guideline for the revolutionary
movement in the South is that they should prepare for lengthy struggle and rely on only Vietnamese
forces”. Only by virtue of such a struggle, when “the revolutionary Army draws the enemy into specially
designated areas, where it can inflict large-scale, massive battles on them, will the revolutionary forces
be able to seize the opportunity... to establish power for the people in the city”90

For Moscow, the final line in defining the strategic posture of the USSR in the Second
Indochina War was drawn in December 1966 during the Plenary Meeting of the CPSU CC. To
sum up the results of debates on this issue, Gromyko suggested the following formula: “Without
being directly involved in the Vietnam war, we can make the Americans aware that a further
escalation of the military operations will compel the USSR to render assistance to the DRV on
an ever-increasing scale””!

It all seemed quite simple. However, in reality, Moscow’s approach toward this “local war
carried out to the highest degree possible”92 was anything but simplistic. Initially, Brezhnev was
full of enthusiasm “I wish I could go there!””3 (he wrote in notebook in May 1965), while a later
note made during his talks with Pham Van Dong in November 1968, was as follows:

“Either they have nothing better to do — or such was the directive, to tell us about all
sorts of trifling matters, and then ask for assistance... I keep thinking, why do they do this —
NOT A WORD — about genuine hardships — what does the CC think — what are the Chinese
recommending — what is it, essentially, that they are seeking our friendly advice about — what
is being said by our comrades from the battlefield in the South, there is a lot of truly important
information and advice that needs to be discussed for the good of our cause. But we just sit here,
sometimes listening as if to bedtime stories, like the ones grandads tell their grandsons”94

Here it is evident that he feels insulted. It is known that the Vietnamese were extremely
cautious in protecting their strategic autonomy and tried not to reveal to their Soviet friends
issues concerning their planning of military campaigns in the South. “Practically no information
at all” — this was the refrain heard throughout the entire debate on the Vietnamese issue in the
Politburo. But there was another aspect even of greater importance. Alexander Bovin (then a
CC Department consultant), remembering his trip to Hanoi with Kosygin in February of 1965,

5 Ibid. S. 6.

Memorandum of the First Conversation between Zhou Enlai and Ri Ju-yeon. November 10, 1965 //
WllSOIl Center Digital Archive. http://digitalarchive.wilsoncenter.org/document/118694 (access date: 08.10.2022).

Le Duin — CC Bureau on South Vietnam, November 1965. JIe 3yan. Ykas. cou. C. 88, 106.

Gromyko — CPSU CC: On the State and Prospects for the Relations between the USSR and US.
13/01/1967 // ABI1 P®. ®. Otnen CLUA. Om. 51. IT. 11. 1. 388. JI. 38.

Handwritten notes made by Brezhnev during his meetings with the DRV Party and government
dele§at10n not later than 26/04/1968 // PTAHU. @. 80. On. 1. 1. 524. JI. 131.

Note written by Brezhnev dd. 24—26/05/1965 // Bpexcnes JI.H. Yka3. cou. C. 87.

4 Handwritten notes made by Brezhnev during his conversation with the DRV Party and government
delegation on 20 and 22/11/2968 // PTAHU. ®. 80. Om. 1. /1. 525. J1. 70.
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writes: “I sat someplace against the wall and listened carefully. And watched. I watched both the
Vietnamese team and ours. Ours was made up of officials who grew up in the corridors of power,
in the labyrinths of the Party apparatus. Theirs included former underground political workers,
ex-political convicts who grew up on military tracks. And the two failed to understand each other.
They just couldn’t manage it because they assessed human life, pain, and suffering differently,
very differently indeed. What seemed to us as irrational, senseless, and hopeless was filled with
meaning and hope for them. What other rationale is needed if you have a fierce will to win?!”%.

The difference in mentality of the Soviet and Vietnamese party apparatchiks and diplomats96
had an impact on the disbelief of the Soviet Defense Ministry in the Vietnam’s capability to win,
especially against a backdrop of the absolute superiority of the US in terms of military equipment
and personnel (“The ratio is 4:1 in favor of the Americans”, Soviet Defense Minister Andrey
Grechko pointedly contended during the talks with the DRV delegation in April 1967). The Soviet
General Staff also remembered the saddening experience of Inch0n97, while being constantly
apprehensive of the possibility of a potential US Marine Corps operation in North Vietnam”®
The lack of credible information from Vietnam involving GRU (Soviet military intelligence
agency) sources also had a negative effect”. In general, the prevailing opinion among the top
military brass in the USSR at that time was that “this is not the Defense Ministry’s war, but the
CPSU CC’s war” ',

In essence, this was exactly the case. The Politburo held the reigns over the matter firmly:
assistance to the DRV from the USSR was constantly increasing, and as Kosygin noted in a
meeting with Pham Vin Ddng on August 11, 1966: “We do not consider ourselves to be outside
observers of this war. In fact, we are active participants in it”!%!. Moreover, the stance of the
Soviet leaders was totally devoid of any idealism. The Politburo viewed the Vietnam war primarily
through the prism of China’s eagerness to expand its influence in Asia, reflecting elements of
the fierce competition between the PRC and the US for a predominance in the region. Strictly
speaking, this view was shared by the Americans themselves, and as recalled by Kosygin, this was
what US President Lyndon Johnson told him during their summit in Glassboro, New Jersey, US
(held on June 23 and 25, 1967)'°2. In this context, the phrase uttered by Mao: “You (the USSR)
should deal with Europe, and we (China) will take care of Asia” 103 was perceived by the Soviet

95 Bosun A.E. XX BeK Kak Xu3Hb. Bocriomunanus. M. ,2017. C. 118.

% Theories that the Vietnamese were t0o optimistic in the assessment of their own situation and their
possibilities in the South, and likewise that the Vietnamese conflict had affected the development of Soviet —
US relations negatively, are a common refrain traceable throughout all of the Foreign Ministry documents of
that period. See, e.g., a comment by USSR Ambassador in the DRV Ilya Scherbakov related to his conversation
with Nguyen Van Vinh on 13/06/1967 (it deals with planning the Tet offensive in 1968 // PTAHU. @. 5. Om. 59.
M. 331. J1. 109) or a Foreign Ministry memorandum “The Vietnamese Conflict and Soviet-American relations”
dd. 31/12/1966 // ABIT P®. @. 079. Om. 21. I1. 55. 1. 29. JI. 56.

97 The Inchon amphibious operation was conducted in September 1950, by UN troops under the command
of General of the Army Douglas MacArthur with the aim of besieging and destroying the bulk of the North
Korea People’s Army (NKPR) in South Korea. As a result of this assault, the NKPA suffered a crushing defeat.
The DPRK was rescued from total destruction solely by “Chinese volunteers” joining the war. For more details,
please refer to: Ilonoe U.M., Jlaepenes C.4., boedanos B.H. Kopest B orHe BoiiHbl. M., 2007.

% Report of conversations held at the CPSU CC with the DRV delegation. 01, 03 and 05/04/1967 //
PTAHMU. @. 80. On. 1. 1. 522. JI. 20.

% See: Pyotr Ivashutin at the CPSU CC. 15/11/1968 // Tbid. Fd. 5. Inv. 60. M. 417. S. 107—118. Judging
by the data received by the Agency through military intelligence sources, the work along this track was
commenced not earlier than in 1970.

This comment was made by a high-ranking official from the Defense Ministry in a conversation with
Bovm bosun A.E. Ykas. cou. C. 123.

Recollectlons of Igor Ognetov communicated verbally.

2 Summit meetings between the USSR and US leaders over the post-war period and visit to the USSR
by Vice-President Richard Nixon (fact sheet issued by the History and Document Department, USSR
Fore%%n Ministry. 30/03/1972 // PTAHUA. ®. 5. On. 64. 1. 5. J1. 24).

Notatka z Rozmowy A.N. Kosigina z Mao Tse-Tungiem. 11 lutego 1965 r.
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leadership as a proposal to divide up spheres of influence. And Moscow was quite satisfied with
this, in principle. But the implication was they were not talking about Europe alone.

Already in May of 1965, the CC Presidium addressed a range of issues related to the restoration
of “mutual understanding and trust” in the relations with Turkey. In this connection, the USSR
Foreign Ministry proposed to regard Turkey as a “gateway” to the Middle East: “when the US
gets bogged down in its aggressive activities in Southeast Asia, improving the Soviet Union —
Turkey relations can be viewed, alongside the further strengthening of the USSR’s positions in
the UAR (United Arab Republic), Algeria, and Syria, as one of the most crucial foreign policy
objectives of a strategic nature”'**. This line was subsequently continued. As was underscored in
a positional paper authorized by Gromyko and submitted by the Foreign Ministry to the Politburo
on April 6, 1970: “As the US will be engaged in the Vietnam war for a protracted period, (it is
expedient. — V.N., P.S.) to use this factor to consolidate our positions in areas that pose a great
political interest to us (the Middle East, Arab nations, and India)”los.

As written in the classical work entitled “Strategy” by Alexander Svechin, “establishing a
strategic goal for war, seemingly so easily accomplished, in reality appears to be a most difficult
challenge for a policy maker’s mind. Here, the most serious misconceptions can come to the
surface”!%. The Presidium of the CPSU CC — at the behest of their Chinese friends and thanks to
Kosygin’s strategic instinct — was able avoid such misconceptions, having managed to adequately
designate the USSR’s goals in the Second Indochina War, which was gathering momentum.
This allowed the USSR to successfully engage in strategic competition with the US, relying on
a relatively meager resource base (the volume of the Soviet economy at that time was just barely
over 50% of the United States’ GNP (Gross National Product))m.

The Presidium in this case acted as an “integral combat leader” ™", averting any extreme
and arbitrary decision-making. This was very significant under circumstances when their key
objective, to assist Vietnam, yet doing so without causing a global war, appeared to be suspended
in the air. Although the impression was that the world was isolated from such a nuclear war by
heavily drawn red lines, markers on the world map were constantly being moved, and escalation
proceeded onward. Nevertheless, in these conditions, the estimations of Soviet leaders, and
likewise those of their Chinese and Vietnamese friends, proved to be quite accurate.
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