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U.S. INVESTIGATING
ATTACK ON VESSEL

Aides Ask Why It Was Not
Identified as Friendly

By WILLIAM BEECHER
Special to The New York Times

WASHINGTON, Junc 9—
Pentagon officials disclosed to-
day that a board of inquiry had
been ordercd to investigate the
circumstances surrounding an
air-sca attack yesterday on a
United States Navy communica-
tions ship in international
waters off Egypt's Sinai coast.

They said the most puzzling
aspect of the unprovoked as-
sault was that the ship somehow
was not identified as a friendly
vessel during a 20-minute in-
terval between strafing runs by
two Israeli jets and subsequent
torpedo attack by three torpedo
bonts.

The board of inquiry will be
convened, informants said, by
Adm. John S, McCain Jr., Coni-
mander in Chief of navy forces
in Europe.

It is expected, they said, that
the hoard will have its first
session Monday at Suda Bay,
Greece. The stricken vessel, the
Liberty, was due to arrive at
Suda Bay at about 6:30 P.M.
tomorrow, New York time.

A report late today listed 9
killed, 24 missing and 75 wound-
ed in yesterday's attack. Some
military men expressed fears
that nonc of the missing men
were alive. Some of the missing

miny have been thrown over-
board in the attack, and the

rest were believed trapped in
flooded compartments of the
ship.

The White House made public
the text of a message from the
Isracli Premicr, Levi Eshkol, to
Prosident Johnson, It read:

“Dear Mr, President:

“I was deeply grieved by the
tragic loss of life in the United
States naval ship Liberty.
Pleasc accept my decp con-
dolences, and convey my sym-
pathy to all the bereaved fam-
ilies.

“May all bloodshed come to
an end, and may our God grant
us peace cvermore.”’

Observers pointed out  that
the White House did not usually
make public communications
botween heads of states and
particularly not the mossages
of other Governments, That it
chose to do so in this instance
was viewed as an attempt to
soften the impact of the Liberty
incident,

Pentagon sources said the full
story of the attack probably
would not be known until after
the board of inquiry concluded
its investigation. Even that re-
port, they added, may not be
iade public.

Sequence of Attacks

As pierced together from
various sources, this appears to
he the sequence of events as
understood in Washington.

The Liberty, a so-called tech-
nical rescarch ship equipped for
electronics intelligence missions
but officially described as being
on a communications assign-
ment, arrived at a position about
13 to 15 miles north of Sinai
late yosterday morning. She was
suddenly attacked by two
Isracli jets at 2:05 P.M.

The jets apparently did not
make an initial pass to deter-
mine the identity of the ship,
but moved immediately into
machine - gun passes.  Liberty
oot off a message saying it had
been attacked by two unidenti-
fied “delta-wing” jets.

About 20 minutes later, three
torpedo boats hoveinto view and
two of them commenced the
attack, firing one torpedv cach.
One of these struck the Liberty’s
starboard side.

An American military attaché
in Tol Aviv picked up a
radio message disclosing the at-
tack. It was not clear whether
the message was from the Li-
berty or Israeli forces.

The attaché asked Isracli of-
ficials to fly him to the scene.
He was provided two helicopters.

When the helicopters arrived
after a 90-mile flight, they
found that onc of the torpedo
boats was alongside the Liberty
asking if it could bc of any
assistance.

By that time, the ship had
received instructions from the
Sixth Fleet to head north to
rendezvous with two destroyers.
It declined any help.

American officials, trying to
explain the initial attack, said
therc had been an unconfirmed
rcport the day Dbefore that
Egyptian ships had bombarded
Israeli troops in the nearby
Gaza Strip.

i “And it was known that vari-
ous Egyptian navy e¢lements
were roaming around the cast-
ern Mediterranean,’” onc officer
'said, “and you could under-
stand the pilots being a little
trigger happy.”

I But, as for the torpedo boats,
there the matter was more dif-
ficult to understand.

The weiather was cleiar, with
visibility of 15 miles. The sea
was a little choppy, however,
and this might have made it
difficult for the fast-moving,
bobbing boats tn have got &
zood view nf the Liberty until
too late.

While two of them attacked,
firing one torpedo cach, the
third hung back. Presumably
the crror was discovercd at
that point. Otherwise, it is be-
lieved, they would have sunk
the vessel.

Officially, defense officials
say the Liberty is belicved to
have fired her four .50-cal. ma-
chine guns at the torpedocs.
One source, howcever, said the
ship was belicved to have chal-
lenged the onrushing motor
boats with machinegun fire,

“After ail,” he said, “she
had just been strafed by uni-
dentified jets and then saw tor-
pedo boats on attack runs.”

A defense  spowesman  de-
clined to comment on an Asso-
cinted Press report from the
Sixth Fleet  carrvier America
quoting an ummamed officer as
having  admitted the Liberty
had heen on an  electronic

cavesdropping mission to mon-
itor the communications of
both Egypt and I..rael

The official explanation for
the presence of the Liberty near
Sinai was that She had been
assigned to assist “in relaying
information.  concerning  the
evacuation of American de-
pendents and other Amcerican
citizens.”

Onc Washingtlon source said
that, while the Liberty was
given a communications relay
mission, she might also have
done a little eavesdropping “‘had
she been there Jong cnough.”
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--The  Defense Department
made public today an incom-
plete list of casualties resulting
from the Isracli attack on the
Liberty yesterday. Folowing
are those from the Now York
arca:

Among those listed as dead
was Quartermaster 3d Cl, Fran-
cis Brown of Troy, N. Y.

The wounded included Com-
munications Tech. 2d ClL Rlich-
ard W, Keene of Poughkeepsie,
N. Y.; Communications Tech.
Seaman Carl C. Nygren of Sea-
ford, I.. T., and Communiecatlons
Teech, First Cl, Frederick, J.

This, he said, could have sup- Walton of Niagara Falls, N, Y,

plemented other radio intercept
facilitios in the Middle East.

A Defense spokesmin said it
wias not common practice to in-
form necighboring countries when
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